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HPEN7018 Reflective Essay   Researching and Writing to a Single Focus
The Towpath – A Journey
This module has been particularly engaging, reinforcing my belief that writing can only be enhanced by research, and this should form part of the birth of any creative idea. Research energises thought, often focusing the spotlight on fresh material for the writer. The process is a joy to me, a journey of discovery. Richard Hugo in 'The Triggering Town', states that that the 'triggering' subject may not be what the generated poem comes to say or mean. The downside of the research process is being diverted along road that, though interesting, can be immensely time consuming and turn out to be a cul de sac in terms of enhancing a particular work. I have found that working to a deadline, when this is practicable, can help focus the writer.
I considered writing a short story or flash fiction for this module‒I also love writing in the first person and so enjoy writing the internal monologue. However, the short stories that we discussed as part of the module seemed to encourage me to think more about voice, style and form in my poetry. Ultimately, a poem should be very short story, and that is the challenge I enjoy.

Poetry collections that stem from a residency always interest me‒usually having a specific focus. I found that re-reading collections such as Samantha Wynne-Rhydderch's Lime & Winter, which was written during time spent at the National Wool Museum, reminded me of the diversity available to the writer, no matter what the original focus. In one of the poems, 'Diet', she interweaves the diet of pests in fabrics, fur, carpets and books, into the overall theme as well as into her own life. It is fascinating to discover where an 'imaginative focus' can lead us. 
I chose towpaths as my subject because one particular towpath loomed large in my childhood. I had thought that it would lead to pieces about water, locks, and boats‒all of which interest me being a sailor and a cox for the local celtic longboats. I read about the mechanical workings of locks, the traditional decoration on barges, and Measham teapots! After much research, mostly on the internet, a poem following the life of a Measham teapot bought by barge folk to celebrate special occasions, was set aside.  I had interviewed a friend whose life has been spent as a ship's captain on working boats and she lent me a fascinating book, Canal and River Craft In Pictures.  An ekphrastic poem, 'Old Billy's Tail', stemmed from two photographs in that book, one of a barge horse's tail tied to a rudder post and the other of a young girl leading a barge horse along a towpath. 

Further research on the internet led me to discover the tradition of cutting off the barge horse's tail after death and tying it to the rudder post to transfer the strength and beauty of the horse to the boat, and perhaps to bring good luck. I think it was my love of horses and my longing for one as a child that led me to focus this poem on the child's relationship with the horse, but I wanted to show the significance of the tradition of transferring the horses tail to the boat, to the girl. I also researched barge families, finding that a girl was still classed as a woman at twelve years of age in the 1920's, when the photograph was taken and so could well have been helming from a young age. Childhood was short and I wanted to show this. I experimented with voice, remembering the first part, 'Kittens', of the short story, The Situations by Carole Ann Oates, that we discussed during the module. It seemed particularly powerful, as it was written in the first person, and from a child's perspective. However, writing this in the first person, didn't seem to work, I then wrote it in the third person but found the second person suited the intimacy I wanted to portray. 
The value of research has to be, as I found with my theme, that it leads us into other worlds‒ encouraging us to gain insight, to understand or feel from a different perspective. In Jo Bell's recent lock down writing project, 'Try to Praise the Mutilated World', she talks about finding a tiny flint, then discovering many more in the same place, indicating that would have been the spot Neolithic man had sat to cut and shape his spear heads and other tools. The flint became alive, a story, and something quite moving. I have always saved bits of broken china, rusting door knockers and all sorts found when gardening or walking. More recently, I have been collecting pottery and china from the foreshore along the Teifi estuary just down the road from my home. Thinking about the important role of objects in any research led me to scramble from the towpath onto the foreshore. 

I discovered mudlarking from a timely sponsored advertisement on Facebook for a publication, and my poem, 'Blackfriars 1805', was inspired by Lara Maiklem's latest book, 'Mudlarking'. I wanted to evoke a sense of the desperation of the mudlarks when scavenging was their only means of survival. Maiklem mentions Peggy Jones, a well known mudlarker who waded barefoot in the Thames to eke out a living. This caught my imagination, it was quite poignant being able to focus on a real person. In the contrasting haiku sequence, 'A Mudlark's Day', I try to suggest the fascination of the finds for a modern day mudlarker, with each object suggesting it's own story.

In one of the short stories studied as part of this module, 'The Flowers', from In Love & Trouble; Stories of Black Women, by Alice Walker, the narrator is a child out walking in the woods. She is happy, carefree, innocent, until the end when she steps into the skull of a man, then notices the remains of a noose. She lays down the flowers she has been collecting, 'And the summer is over'.  A shocking and powerful revelation, the end of summer a  metaphor suggesting the end of childhood in this story. The revelation, twist in the tale, or mystery, is important in any short story and this resonates with the poetry I enjoy both reading and writing. I bore this very much in mind when writing for this module.
In 'The Interlude', I wanted the impact to be visual, to suggest a physical place that drew different stories to it, and so it seemed to lend itself to the concrete form. The poem observes a week in the life of a tiny beach in the curve of the Thames, just off the towpath. I wanted each day to suggest a different story and the shape of the curve helped to accentuate the change of storyline as well as the progression through the week. The visual impact of any creative form is important to me. Far from forcing a piece I feel it can add to the overall 'picture'. One concrete poem I found on the internet during my research was  '40-Love' by Roger McGough. It is a simple but clever and highly visual piece about a couple who are playing table tennis, it has two word lines, each word separated by a space, ending;
and
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go


home
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net
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still

be


be

tween


them
An obvious, but clever use of physical white space suggesting the untold story as well as the rhythm of the ball being batted to and fro across the net. 
In the module, we discussed Olivia Laing's, The Lonely City, in which she examines Edward Hopper's painting 'Nighthawks'. The painting suggests the disconnected lives we lead but it also leaves us wondering what consumes the thoughts of the people sat around a bar at night. 'Nighthawks' echoed what Kurt Vonnegut says in an address, remember that we don't know the answers! There doesn't have to be a beginning, a middle and an end that explains everything. An ending can be the start, an idea thrown out there. In 'Kittens', it was what was left out, an example of what both Laing and Vonnegut express. As a short story it seemed unfinished, yet it was a short story. It was deeply unsettling in that alongside the sinister storyline it left so many questions unanswered and in doing so it left us to imagine more.
I am encouraged to think about this more in my writing, to look to illuminate beyond the piece itself‒to suggest the untold stories behind the story, the unspeakable, the taboo. My poem, 'Black and White', was inspired by an old photograph of my brother, myself and my mother. My childhood was an unhappy, solitary time, involving sexual abuse and so I found it extremely interesting to read Pascal Petit's work The Zoo Father, during the module. I do feel now, that there is a way I can approach writing on this theme, as Petite uses metaphor to give voice to the taboo. In 'Black and White' I try to suggest the untold story through the use of metaphor, particularly in the third stanza; 'And the other way, to Penton Hook Lock / you had to cross to get to the island / where my father sat, rod cast, keepnet dangling'.   
In my poem 'Waiting for a place on the page', I also experimented with voice, and with my reading in mind tried to suggest rather than tell and to introduce the element of mystery and untold story. Translating memories, particularly unhappy memories creatively into something which does not turn into a bleak misery memoir, but which engages the reader, interests me very much. All creative writing is an attempt to connect. As writers we feel a need to communicate the negative as well as the positive, and it is important to find a way in which we can engage, rather than simply shock, sadden or even make the reader feel voyeuristic. 
It was interesting to bear in mind what Mantel  says about delving into the everyday to make a best effort at guessing history‒that is what we have to do so much of the time. Fact and fiction, history and myth blur. History isn't found in Coronations, she says, but in 'the hand that pulls the bed curtain closed'. Facts are not the truth, but 'the record of what's left on the record'. I feel this is so important to remember in any research. We need to look at the obscure to allow for surprising, unusual revelations, but also to add our own interpretation, as historians have to do. History is constantly being debated and updated. I like to think we can also still discover, if not invent or imagine, and make our writing special. In this respect creative writing is very much practise led.
Research for this module has fired an interest in mudlarking. I have discovered that I am, in fact, a mudlark. I have been scavenging beaches, foreshores and gardens all my life. The untold stories are there waiting for me. I want to explore the everyday as Mantel suggests, to bring the child's leather shoe sole, found in my garden‒a stones throw from an old workhouse, alive.
In conclusion, I have found that writing about the research process itself has been extremely beneficial. Each poem had been re-worked and edited several times but writing this essay has encouraged me reflect on and to re-evaluate the purpose of each piece. The joy of writing is that never has to end. 
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