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notEs For BroadsHEEt PoEts

lindsey Holland

writing from a Family tree: ghosts, Presences and absences

The collection I’m writing draws on two years of research into my 
family tree. The poems aren’t strictly about family history, nor about 
my ancestors in a factual way. I’m reminded of a point made by Hannah 
Lowe, commenting on her experiences of researching and writing her 
collection Ormonde: ‘All I can do is emphasise that this is a work of 
fiction, with its origins in fact’. Genealogists depend on documented facts 
– they don’t make up family trees, letting their imaginations roam – but 
most certificates and censuses reveal only very basic information: perhaps 
a name, address, date, age, occupation, relations or illnesses. How can 
such dry data become poetry? 

For me, the poetry comes out of what’s absent. The facts act as prompts 
and as a framework – they are necessary – but they’re not enough on their 
own. Imagination will always rush to fill the gaps. 

your Place of Birth is a Question mark

Let’s begin with a bed, or at least with the premise of a bed:
a space prepared, whether mattress, wood or tiles,
with blankets, sheets or rags. The woman – a friend 
or cousin – offers words, a steadied hand and a cloth wrung out
in the bowl or bucket where it drips and writhes.

She sees you crown. Her brown or blue eyes peer between
brunette, blonde or black hair, your mother’s thighs’
anaemic white, or flushed, a bloodied North 
through which her palms net you, little fish, in the gush 
to this dark room, not large, not warm, no portraits,

chandeliers or garnitures are here. She looks through smoke
as the hearth breathes damp or crackles at her shins
and she licks at sweat. The doors of other families,
across the corridor, behind the wall, send ricochet
congratulations: a baby girl! Here, on this rectangle!
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I’ve recently put together poems for a pamphlet, Bloodlines, which 
is the start of this work. It focuses on two generations of my maternal 
family: my great-great-grandmother, Catherine Stewart, and her son and 
daughter–in-law, John Stewart Mansfield and his wife Phoebe. I was 
haunted by Catherine. For over a year, I failed to find anything certain 
about her origins other than that she was from Scotland. I wasn’t sure 
why but she gripped me. I was convinced I was overlooking something 
obvious. It became an obsession but throughout I was aware that I needed 
to begin writing poems. I wondered where I should draw the line: how 
long should I keep searching for Catherine’s origins before enough was 
enough and I accepted that the facts were beyond my reach? I tried every 
trick to write about her. I made bubble charts. I wrote whilst meditating. 
I wrote whilst mostly asleep. I wrote the few facts I had as prose in case 
they sparked. I latched onto images: Catherine as a deer being hunted, 
Catherine in a smoky city. I wrote thousands of words about smoke and 
cut them up; they refused to form even a collage poem. Perhaps it was my 
own instinct speaking but whenever I tried to write I heard what seemed 
to be Catherine’s voice insisting ‘Not yet! Find me first!’. I’d return to the 
certificates and censuses, pursuing new ideas. 

Part of the problem was that I couldn’t decide on a mode of address for 
the poems. Writing first person narrative wasn’t working because I didn’t 
feel I knew Catherine’s voice well enough; I couldn’t become her. I wasn’t 
able to write fluidly about her in the third person either because I couldn’t 
see her. She was everywhere and nowhere. She might have grown up in a 
Perthshire valley, surrounded by greenery, and for a while I’d see her there. 
Then that Catherine would be replaced by a young woman in industrial 
Glasgow, and then again by a child paddling beside a loch. At one point I 
decided to write Catherine as a Legion-like character, allowing her to have 
various selves and histories. ‘Don’t write! Find me first!’ was again the 
result and so I abandoned this approach too.

I wrote a couple of poems which seemed to be working. I read Fleur 
Adcock’s collection Glass Wings around this time, and was struck by her 
use of second person narrative in some of the poems about probate records 
and wills. I began questioning Catherine and this discourse seemed to bring 
her to life a little. There was interaction. I’m wary of asking questions 
in poems but in this instance it felt right, perhaps because ironically the 
main fact was the uncertainty itself. Asking questions was an honest thing 
to do. 
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The tagging: 1863, greenock

A month before your sixth anniversary, and there you are
giving birth to your first. A long time to wait back then, wasn’t it? 
Most couples aimed for one a year and began
on their wedding night. Why did you wait? 

Was it sickness? After all, this first child was born
with Hydrocephalus, fluid on the brain, a condition 
which ‘existed before birth and continued till death’
according to her certificate.

You were staying with a cousin, Mary McFarlane, 
at 7 Broad Close. It’s gone now, the whole street has fallen
but even then it crumbled. In a photograph the walls are stained
and a gang of children, faster than the shutter, are ghosts already. 

Did she help, this Mary, as the infant emerged? It must have been
a bloody hard labour. Did you cry, together, at the baby’s efforts
to suckle? Or as you supported that head, the swollen scalp,
the body unready for the weight of it? You named the child

Elizabeth Stewart McFarlane Mansfield. A family
bible of names. Why did you tag her but none of her siblings? 
For this brief creature, was a name all you could give? Did you consider 
that I, Lindsey Mansfield Holland, your great-great-grandaughter
could find that record of our roots and thank you for it? 

After almost a year of searching, I found my ghost. I had previously found 
the birth and death certificates of her first child and knew from these that 
she had a connection to Greenock, but now I knew she was born there, and 
that her father was Irish and worked in a sugar factory. I knew her mother 
had died early and that she was brought up by an aunt. I knew she worked 
as a female servant for her sister’s family, and that the sister died shortly 
before Catherine moved to Liverpool to marry a seaman, my great-great-
grandfather. The poems poured out. Having certainties proved crucial. The 
facts stood like rocks around which imagination flooded. It was possible 
to animate scenes in the story and although the actions I described were 
fictions, they were based on likely realities. 

With all of my family history poems, these ‘likely realities’ have to be 
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rich with detail. It’s a conscious decision to imaginatively zoom in on these 
people’s environments, filling them with the objects of everyday life. The 
big themes underpin each poem – writing about poverty in the nineteenth 
century will always involve births, illnesses, love, marriage, deaths, grief, 
stoicism perhaps – and I deliberately probe uncertainties – Keats’s ideas 
about negative capability are important to me – but all of this would be 
abstract if it weren’t first rooted in detail, in nouns. Basil Bunting advised 
‘Fear adjectives; they bleed nouns’ and although he was making a point 
about language, the need is perhaps similar: ancestors are like adjectives 
– they are abstract, absences, they are ghosts – and too much of them 
will weaken a poem. They need to be tied down, given locations, homes, 
given nouns. I certainly can’t write them any other way. I’m speaking very 
generally here and I’m aware that there are perhaps ways of writing family 
history poems which are abstract and placeless but effective. All I can say is 
that for me, at the time of writing this, it hasn’t worked that way. 

solar Eclipse
18th July 1860

Carrion crows were the only birds
at ease on the strandline. The Mersey
was the grey of apocalypse

but the marshes jittered with tiny, 
invisible hearts and songs
of mutuality. You and he

were as far apart as those two bodies
above, glancing past each other,
two circles, entirely themselves,

not even close, but appearing to nod.
I see you, said the sun.
I’m not afraid, said the moon.

If it were a magic trick, 
they’d reach each other’s furthest points
and instead of gliding on as you’d expected

they’d chink together, somehow
opening their metal, making gaps 
to slip through, linking, and then 

they’d drop into a single ring, 
the one behind the other, their whole
surfaces touching. You heard him then;
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he said you weren’t apart, that he saw you too.
You envied the birds’ bravado: the way 
they strutted, as if confident

you’d chink together, your bodies recalling
the trick, the sleight, dropping into place.

I was often aware of a sense of responsibility to these ancestors. 
Catherine grabbed me and seemed to insist that I tell her story ‘truthfully’ 
even though I knew that was ultimately impossible, but I didn’t have 
ethical concerns when I wrote about her. None of my living relatives had 
any information about Catherine prior to my research. We didn’t even 
know her name, although we had been told that her generation had ‘come 
down from Scotland’. I felt more of an obligation to be fair to her son, 
John Stewart Mansfield, my great-grandfather. He was orphaned and I 
eventually found his orphanage admission papers in the Liverpool Central 
Library search rooms. If I relied solely on these documents, it would be 
easy to convey his early life as one of only struggle and loss, but in his 
case, stories have been passed down about his adventures and ideas. 
Some of these are quite important to my living relatives. He loved the 
Savoy operas. He cycled from Liverpool to London in the late 1890s. 
He loathed tenement housing and the way people lived ‘one on top of 
the other’. I lacked these anecdotes about Catherine, and I lack them for 
other branches of my family too, but it is perhaps the job of the poet to 
imagine these realities when they are absent. Certificates and documents 
like orphanage records are in one sense illusions of fact: they will suggest 
that a person’s life is a parade of key events: birth, baptism, grief, work, 
love, marriage, another birth, another death. But the truth of the person 
is perhaps their love of song, their politics, the objects they owned and 
loved, the undocumented adventures, the single phrase which might be 
passed down one generation, two, maybe only dying after the third. This 
is what’s lost: the real person. Perhaps it’s what Catherine really meant 
when she insisted that I find her.

Find me First

For months, I’ll hear you: ‘Don’t write. Not yet. Find me first!’ 
But what can I find? Not your facts and not your body,
although I’ll cling to your ghost, although I’ll hunt as hard 
as you’ll haunt me. There’ll be no grave to visit. 

Agenda Family Histories inner.indd   138 07/09/2015   11:19



139

I understand, although you cling to the bedroom 
with all its echoes – the leak which drips from the beam
into the pan you also spit, hack, vomit and piss in,
the chat and clink of cooking downstairs, food you can’t stomach,
the footsteps, creaks, and from the window a hubbub
of carts and washerwomen, the call of the rag-and-bone-man

I understand, although you cling to these moments
and to the memory of other sounds – the slosh and trickle
of the Clyde around your toddler toes, the hammering of iron
and the crack of steam, the thud of sugar sacks

I understand, although wheezing, you cling 
to how your voice box worked, the way you’d twist 
through trills like a Mistle Thrush, and would again if only
willpower were enough, if your lungs weren’t carved into chunks

I understand, although you cling to smiles, and to the faces
of your children in the doorway, to impressions still warm
of their fingers on your arm, their eyes brimming in the window-light, 
their bodies ready to run, you can tell, from this room
and all its shock, the reek, the greyness you’ve become

I understand, although you cling to names you’ve inhabited – 
to Scotland, Renfrew, Greenock, Tatlock, Broad and Neptune,
to Market, Brook, Liverpool, Birkenhead, to the Mersey
and to each of their skies, to each cloud you ever saw
and to every ship, each shifting pocket of sun and rain
on stonework, grass, the varying river, always the water

I understand, although you cling, although you need to battle,  
your blood needs ceasefire. Do you think it’s been sufficient
to pass a love of song along, to cling to the torn
remnants of our roots, to Christian and clan names,
to tales and recipes, places, to speak of them enough
to reach me down the line, a century on, your blood still living?
I’ll find you in all of this, before I write.

But I understand, although I see your blur and hear you now
you’ll be unfound, lost bones, lost words, lost melody.
I understand that I am these things too.
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david Kuhrt

The Common good of the word

Poetry:  David Constantine (OUP, 2013)

This is an inspiring, intriguing, well-organised book, a most remarkable 
tribute to the importance of poetry in our lives. It abounds in really interesting 
and relevant eclectic examples, and detailed analysis of particular poems.

Poetry begins with impromptu conversation: before the formal construction 
of a poem is thought of, it grows from and thrives in the ordinary usage of 
a language. That both poetry and the ordinary usage it grows from are a joy 
to experience is exemplified in every line of David Constantine’s Poetry. 
Should students of literature wonder how best to make use of its insights for 
their studies, Constantine’s narrative on poetry, depending so little on the 
crossed ‘t’s and dotted ‘i’s of theoretical analysis, is put in perspective by Ben 
Lerner’s ‘Poetry and why I dislike it’ in his New Statesman ‘Diary’ of 18th 
June. A poet himself, although his conclusions corroborate Constantine’s, 
Lerner’s analytical rigour is taxing to digest. Poetry, by contrast, is a joy to 
read, which makes it an exceptional achievement. 

Constantine points out what could be the hermetic nature of Englishness, 
and shows how, in his closing chapter, ‘The Common Good’, it is being 
enriched by cultural influences of poets who come from all over the world 
and then become English. Here he takes Seamus Heaney’s collection Human 
Chain as an example of poetry which, appealing to ‘necessary memory’, 
provides ‘links that connect us and ensure our humanity’. If it is from this 
particular ‘common good’, which Constantine puts his finger on with such 
acuity in his closing chapter, that English language poetry now must spring, 
let’s see what we can learn about the actual composition of poetry, what 
it does and how it works, from his preceding chapters. I know of no other 
work on poetry which manages to describe it so broadly in the context of 
normative language use with so little reliance on academic method.

‘Knowledge is partial. Poetry itself … is abundant’ says Constantine 
on the first page of his book (the Introduction), telling us: ‘I can hope to 
say things about it, out of my own experience that readers will answer 
out of theirs’. Thus, instead of pedantry, we have, throughout the work, 
an eminently accessible, coherent narrative about poetry which derives, 
as he tells us to start with, from his school teacher’s and fellow students’ 
experience of what poetry is and does’. Words in fact being ‘the common 
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property of the tribe, at everyone’s disposal… poetry depends for the saying 
on accepted conventions in order to question them’, as Robert Graves does 
in his poem ‘From the Embassy’, where he ‘calls the poet “an ambassador 
of Otherwhere”’. 

Poetry takes time. In the first chapter, ‘The Reading and Writing of 
Poetry’, he refers to Goethe, who, speaking of some of his most celebrated 
ballads, tells us that ‘he had carried them in him, gestating, for fifteen or 
twenty years’. His making of those poems ‘was, whether rapid or very 
slow, a process of realization. It had gone on for hours or years with no, 
or only intermittent, conscious participation’. In the same chapter, taking 
comments of Brecht’s about his writing of ‘The Good Woman of Setzuan’ 
as an example, Constantine explains that writing a poem is a process of 
realizing as much as possible the complex and immaterial matrix which 
constitutes its pre-existence. That matrix is the ‘things unknown’, which 
can’t be known until they are bodied forth in forms. The ‘airy nothing’ only 
becomes something when by the act of writing it is given ‘a local habitation 
and a name’. Later, referring to Brecht’s materialist view of life and the ‘airy 
nothing’ of the inspiration that precedes the creation of a poem, he mentions 
Brecht’s explicit conviction that ‘the truth, however contradictory, many-
faceted, fine and shifting it may be, must manifest itself concretely’, and he 
quotes specific poems of Brecht’s to illustrate the point. After all, as Blake 
said, poetry ‘lives and moves’ in ‘minute particulars’; Carlos Williams, too, 
endorsed ‘No ideas but in things’, for, as Constantine stresses, ‘every poem, 
like Antaeus, must keep at least one foot on the ground’.

Following a chapter on ‘Translation’, we get to chapter 3, ‘The Good of It’. 
Here, after explaining why poetry gives pleasure without necessarily being 
pleasant, he concludes that ‘Poetry won’t stop the worst things happening. 
Against the always potentially lethal structures and mindset of a bureaucracy 
and a technology released from ethical controls nothing will help except the 
politics of a sceptical, critical, and eternally vigilant pluralism. But in the 
urgent business of fetching things so close that we are bound to see them, 
of particularising, naming, keeping things real and concrete, of making sure 
that the human being always has a face – in  that very necessary undertaking, 
poetry will help’. It is, after all, ‘unkillable, infinitely inventive, adapts to 
being able to deal with new realities, however vile’.

As in every chapter, Constantine quotes from and refers to a plethora 
of poets, with highly interesting and relevant snippets, too many to quote 
from. In this chapter alone, for example, Milton, Schiller, Coleridge, Keats, 
Owen, Rosenberg, Celan, Hardy, Kipling, Shakespeare, Goethe, Heaney, 
Dryden, Wordsworth, Pauline Stainer, Pound, Bunting, Whitman, Hopkins, 
W.H. Davies, Neruda, Milosz, Mandelstam, Akhmatova, Lowell, Lawrence, 
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Auden, Elizabeth Bishop, Herbert, R.S. Thomas….. and so on – all play 
their part, and inform the reader. 

In chapter four, ‘The Office of Poetry’, he again confronts the issue 
of poetry as spokesman for our humanity in the particular and specific 
conditions of our varying lives together in society.

‘Poetry, in my view, can do what the novel can’, Constantine claims, as ‘it 
offers life wholly’. After all, ‘literature, and the arts altogether, are the chief 
means by which human beings attain to consciousness of their condition’. 
Referring to remarks Hardy makes in the preface to his Poems of the Past 
and the Present about ‘unadjusted impressions’, he asks: ‘how does such a 
volume [of collected poetry] compete with the novel in telling life wholly? 
The total oeuvre of the poets, even if composed of only such slim volumes, 
may indeed amount to a whole in which “all things are given full play”, 
the whole of the writer’s life, the whole of his or her felt experience of the 
world. All lyric poems give glances of the whole of life, and their premise is 
always that the life they point to, touch on, glance off, in its entirety exceeds 
them’. Poetry, as opposed to literal description, is not definitive saying: it 
reads truthfully between lines.

In the course of this penultimate chapter, referring, inter alia, to Czeslaw 
Milosz, Lawrence, Larkin, Clare and (in the final section headed ‘Saying 
the human’) Novalis, he convinces us that ‘By its very act, even in saying 
the worst, by its rhythms, by its beauty, by its tough and agile vitality, poetry 
asserts the hope of better. For there is no such thing as a nihilistic poem. 
Poets are makers: in the form of a poem, in beauty, they make sense’.

Optimistically, Constantine claims: ‘Poetry has never been more various 
in its voices, its speakers, its dramatis personae, and so in its appeal. In  
Britain now we have a poetry beginning to be truly representative of the 
national mix – the classes, the races, the regions, the vernaculars, the 
conflicting interests, which greatly increases its power to help. Best of all, 
more women are writing and being published’.

This is a challenging, thought-provoking read, a vital handbook for 
students of poetry, their mentors and for poetry-lovers everywhere.
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Ángel Crespo
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