Alice Oswald creates a River Dart community poem for the Millenium
Alice Oswald's first collection, The Thing in the Gap-Stone Stile was a Poetry Book Society Choice and shortlisted for the T S Eliot Prize. Inspired by Homer, she trained as a gardener and has worked at Chelsea Physic Garden and Tapley Park, Devon.
Background
This project is inspired by work I've been doing with local schools, in which I provide one strand of a long poem and get the children to provide the rest. I now want to create a huge poem about the River Dart, using the voices of all the people who live and work alongside it. One of the aims of this poem would be to reconnect the Local Imagination to its environment - in particular, in these years of water shortages and floods, to increase people's awareness of water as a natural resource. But I'm also interested, for its own sake, in the idea of a many-voiced poem, a poem that benefits from the freshness and expertise of ordinary people. 
I'm hoping to work with some of the following groups: Dartmoor prisoners, monks from Buckfastleigh, plumbers and water-purifiers at Darington and students at the College of Arts, sewage workers, conservationists, workers at the Unigate milk factory and the Totnes industrial estate, railway employees, pleasure-boat drivers, foresters and special needs children from Sharpham, farmers, canoers and swimmers, bell-ringers at Stoke Gabriel, coarse fishers, crab fishers, South West Water Authority, shop-workers, boat-repairers, coastguards and cadets at the Naval College and foreign workers on factory ships in the bay. I'd like school children to speak on behalf of the animals and insects of the Dart, and the thousands of oak trees which give the river its name.
INTERIM REPORT
Last year, I applied for money to write a poem about the River Dart. My idea was to orchestrate it like a kind of jazz, with various river-workers and river-dwellers composing their own parts. The result was to be a river's story, from source to mouth, written by the whole Dart community.
After working at this for a couple of months, I began to think it was people's living, unselfconscious voices, not their poems, that were most awake to the river. At any rate, some people were overflowing with poetry and some people had a beautiful, technical way of talking about the river; but the two didn't often coincide.
So I decided to take along a tape-recorder. At the moment, my method is to tape a conversation with someone who works on the Dart, then go home and write it down from memory. I then work with these two kinds of record - one precise, one distorted by the mind - to generate the poem's language. It's experimental and very against my grain, this mixture of journalism and imagination, but the results are exciting. Above all, it preserves the idea of the poem's voice being everyone's, not just the poet's.
I've spoken to a huge amount of people. Only a selection of these have found their way into the poem; forester, boat-builder, ecologist, stone-waller, sewage area-manager, canoe-instructor, seal watcher, fisheries officer, salmon fisher, archaeologist .... All are 'working' voices. This reflects my preoccupation with Work as a power-line for language. When a sewage worker talks of liquid being 'clarified', when a fisheries officer talks of the water 'riffling' or a stone-waller says 'scrudging', those words have never had such flare.
Over the past six months, I've concentrated on people in the Totnes area, because of having a small child and no car. I now have two small children and no car, but am beginning to move downriver to talk to people between Sharpham and Dartmouth. These places are relatively well served by buses. The upper stretches of the river are hard both to research and to reach. I've begun putting out requests for information in two Dartmoor journals, but I shan't be able to follow these up till next year.
I'm now at a point where I can see the shape of what's emerging - a river-map of voices, like an aboriginal songline. The oral nature of the work is very important to me. I'd like the end-result to be performed, not necessarily published. But I certainly can't predict when that will be.
Thank you very much to the Poetry Society for supporting me in this project. It's the most rewarding and surprising work I've ever undertaken.
- Alice Oswald, May 1999

Poem
This poem is made from the language of people who live and work on the Dart. Over the past two years I've been recording conversations with people who know the river. I've used these records as life-models from which to sketch out a series of characters - linking their voices into a sound-map of the river, a songline from the source to the sea. The poem is finished but not necessarily complete.
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