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This book is a collection of transcripts of programmes that Ted Hughes wrote for the BBC Schools Broadcasting Department series Listening and Writing. It was aimed at encouraging children of between 10 and 14 years old to write and write poetry in particular. In the collection Ted Hughes gives teachers prompts and ideas about facilitating this for their pupils. However, as a developing writer with a particular interest in poetry, I too found the book to be both inspiring and enjoyable to read. You don’t have to be a teacher to benefit from its wisdom and I am much older than 14!
The chapters are indicative of Hughes’ own major interests, animals, the weather, landscape and people. He gives some insights into the thinking behind some of his own work, The Thought -Fox and Wind for example which are interesting and informative in so much as they show the inspiration and work process of an established writer. The book is not a vehicle for his own work, however, as he uses the work of many poets to illustrate the points he wants to make. I wonder whether some of his choices are too advanced for a ten or eleven year old, the examples from DH Lawrence for instance. Having said that, it is possible that children of those younger ages were more widely read and receptive in 1967 when the book was first published than they are today.
Hughes begins by suggesting that a teacher’s job is not to instruct ‘ “How to write” but “How to say what you really mean”- which is part of the search for self-knowledge.’ Later, in the chapter entitled Words and Experience he examines words and their limitations: ‘There are no words to capture the infinite depth of crowiness in the crow’s flight. All we can do is use a word as an indicator, or a whole bunch of words as a general directive.’ He continues to suggest that words can be wilful, that they tend to shut out the simplest things we wish to say. Rather, feelings, experiences and a writer’s responses to those are what matter. 
 Using the flight of a crow and a tramp’s walk as examples he indicates the difference between describing and feeling, ‘And even then, again just as with the crow, he would have missed the most important factor: that what he saw, he saw and understood in one flash, a single 1,000-volt shock, that lit up everything and drove it into his bones, whereas in such words and phrases he is dribbling it out over pages in tinglings that can only just be felt.’ Such a poetic way of delivering a very useful piece of writing advice. Something being driven down into your bones would certainly make you remember it.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Inspirations for his own work are dealt with in separate chapters. Running through all of them is the same theme of reaction, to feeling and experience. Without this, a description of a landscape would be geographical, not evoke a belief that it is ‘as essential to our health as water is to plants.’ Similarly, writing about people lacks vitality if only physical or biographical details are given. Ted Hughes maintains you have to find a personal detail and he uses Sir Francis Bacon as an example. Once Hughes found out that Bacon had eyes that were like a viper’s, his character came alive ‘Why this particular detail should satisfy me, I do not know, but at once I was able to feel that I knew exactly what that man was like. I felt to be in his presence. And everything that I could remember about him became at once near and real.’ This is indicative of the useful and accessible- to -all advice that permeates this book. There is no suggestion in any part of the book that Ted Hughes is lecturing or patronising, merely sharing his counsel in an enthusiastic and inspiring way.
As writers, we are also urged by Hughes to imagine what you are writing about, ‘Just look at it, touch it, smell it, listen to it, turn yourself into it.’ He thinks of a poem as a sort of animal, one that has its own life, ‘an assembly of living parts moved by a single spirit.’ Such immersion is liberating if one has the confidence to run with it and you could claim that it’s easy for an accomplished, successful poet such as Ted Hughes to advise that. However, I like very much the image of a poem being an animal and he does continue to give advice about the mechanics of writing, albeit in a poetic way, ‘The living parts are the words, the images, the rhythms. The spirit is the life which inhabits them when they all work together.’ He discusses words which live, which belong directly to the senses. He refers to the life in a word as a goblin and warns that this goblin must be kept under control. He also deals with some of the writerly mechanics such as the use of metaphor and close description, illustrating these points with poems by Emily Dickinson and Edward Thomas.
The chapter that I found the most enlightening was the one entitled Learning to Think in that it seems to me to encapsulate everything about the process of writing. Ted Hughes talks about concentrating on looking at small things, a blackbird for example, and that concentration can improve with practise. Then you are able to break into what he calls the inner life which is a world of memory, emotion, imagination and other abstracts that he has described throughout the book. ‘Now you see the kind of thinking I am talking about…I am talking about whatever trick or skill it is that enables us to catch those elusive or shadowy thoughts, and collect them together, and hold them so we can get a really good look at them.’ He illustrates this point with among others, a poem called Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird by Wallace Stevens which is a poem full of powerful and unusual images and comparisons, but one that I think I would have struggled to appreciate even at the age of fourteen.
That is my one criticism of this book, as mentioned earlier, that some of the examples chosen are demanding in their complexity for younger writers. Other than that, I would recommend this book to any aspiring writer for its marvellous, accessible advice written with complete lack of pretension and an obvious love for the art. Whilst acknowledging the necessity for teaching certain aspects of writing, structure, use of metaphors, choice of “living” words for example, Ted Hughes encourages writers just to go for it, uninhibited and freely recognising emotional responses. It is also an enjoyable stand-alone read for anyone interested in Ted Hughes and what made him the writer he was.
