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Britain. He died in 1850 at the age of eighty. Only then did his executors publish his 
masterpiece, The Prelude, the autobiographical poem that he had written in two parts 
in 1799, expanded to its full length in 1805, and then continued to revise almost to 
the last decade of his long life. 

Most of Wordsworth's greatest poetry had been written by 1807, when he published 
Poems, in Two Volumes; and after The Excursion (1814) and the first collected edition 
of his poems (1815), although he continued to write prolifically, his powers appeared 
to decline. The causes of that decline have been much debated. One seems to be 
inherent in the very nature of his writing. Wordsworth is above all the poet of the 
remembrance of things past or, as he put it, of "emotion recollected in tranquillity." 
Some object or event in the present triggers a sudden renewal of feelings he had 
experienced in youth; the result is a poem exhibiting the discrepancy between what 
Wordsworth called "two consciousnesses": himself as he is now and himself as he 
once was. But the memory of one's early emotional experience is not an inexhaustible 
resource for poetry, as Wordsworth recognized. He said in The Prelude 12, while 
describing the recurrence of "spots of time" from his memories of childhood: 

The days gone by 
Beturn upon me almost from the dawn 
Of life: the hiding places of Man's power 
Open; I would approach them, but they close. 
I see by glimpses now; when age comes on, 
May scarcely see at all. 

The past that Wordsworth recollected was one of moments of intense experience, 
and of emotional turmoil that is ordered, in the calmer present, into a hard-won 
equilibrium. As time went on, however, he gained what, in the "Ode to Duty" (com-
posed in 1804), he longed for, "a repose which ever is the same"—but at the expense 
of the agony and excitation that, under the calm surface, empower his best and most 
characteristic poems. 

Occasionally in his middle and later life a jolting experience would revive the inten-
sity of Wordsworth's remembered emotion, and also his earlier poetic strength. The 
moving sonnet "Surprised by Joy," for example, was written in his forties at the abrupt 
realization that time was beginning to diminish his grief at the death some years earlier 
of his little daughter Catherine. And when Wordsworth was sixty-five years old, the 
sudden report of the death of James Hogg called up the memory of other poets whom 
Wordsworth had loved and outlived; the result was his "Extempore Effusion," in 
which he returns to the simple quatrains of the early Lyrical Ballads and recovers the 
elegiac voice that had mourned Lucy, thirty-five years before. 

FROM LYRICAL BALLADS 

Simon Lee1 

The Old Huntsman 

W I T H A N I N C I D E N T I N W H I C H H E WAS C O N C E R N E D 

In the sweet shire of Cardigan,2 

Not far from pleasant Ivor-hall, 

1. This old man had been huntsman to the 
Squires of Alfoxden. . . . I have, after an interval of 
45 years, the image of the old man as fresh before 
my eyes as if I had seen him yesterday. The expres-
sion when the hounds were out, "I dearly love their 
voices," was word for word from his own lips 

[Wordsworth's note, 1843]. Wordsworth and 
Dorothy had lived at Alfoxden House, Somer-
setshire, in 1797-98 . 
2. Wordsworth relocates the incident from Somer-
setshire to Cardiganshire in Wales. 
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An old man dwells, a little man,-— 
'Tis said he once was tall. 

5 Full five-and-thirty years he lived 
A running huntsman3 merry; 
And still the centre of his cheek 
Is red as a ripe cherry. 

No man like him the horn could sound, 
10 And hill and valley rang with glee 

When Echo bandied, round and round, 
The halloo of Simon Lee. 
In those proud days, he little cared 
For husbandry or tillage; 

15 To blither tasks did Simon rouse 
The sleepers of the village. 

He all the country could outrun, 
Could leave both man and horse behind; 
And often, ere the chase was done, 

20 He reeled, and was stone-blind.0 totally blind 
And still there's something in the world 
At which his heart rejoices; 
For when the chiming hounds are out, 
He dearly loves their voices! 

25 But, oh the heavy change!4—bereft 
Of health, strength, friends, and kindred, see! 
Old Simon to the world is left 
In liveried5 poverty. 
His Master's dead,—and no one now 

30 Dwells in the Hall of Ivor; 
Men, dogs, and horses, all are dead; 
He is the sole survivor. 

And he is lean and he is sick; 
His body, dwindled and awry, 

35 Rests upon ankles swoln and thick; 
His legs are thin and dry. 
One prop he has, and only one, 
His wife, an aged woman, 
Lives with him, near the waterfall, 

40 Upon the village Common. 

Beside their moss-grown hut of clay, 
Not twenty paces from the door, 
A scrap of land they have, but they 
Are poorest of the poor. 

45 This scrap of land he from the heath 
Enclosed when he was stronger; 

3. Manager of the hunt and the person in charge 
of the hounds. 
4. Milton's "Lycidas," line 37: "But O the heavy 

change, now thou art gone." 
5. Livery was the uniform worn by the male ser-
vants of a household. 
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But what to them avails the land 
Which he can till no longer? 

Oft, working by her Husband's side, 
50 Ruth does what Simon cannot do; 

For she, with scanty cause for pride, 
Is Stouter0 of the two. stronger, sturdier 
And, though you with your utmost skill 
From labour could not wean them, 

55 'Tis very, very little—all 
That they can do between them. 

Few months of life has he in store 
As he to you will tell, 
For still, the more he works, the more 

60 Do his weak ankles swell. 
My gentle Reader, I perceive 
How patiently you've waited, 
And now I fear that you expect 
Some tale will be related. 

65 O Reader! had you in your mind 
Such stores as silent thought can bring, 
O gentle Reader! you would find 
A tale in every thing. 
What more I have to say is short, 

70 And you must kindly take it: 
It is no tale; but, should you think, 
Perhaps a tale you'll make it. 

One summer-day I chanced to see 
This old Man doing all he could 

75 To unearth the root of an old tree, 
A stump of rotten wood. 
The mattock tottered in his hand; 
So vain was his endeavour, 
That at the root of the old tree 

so He might have worked for ever. 

"You're overtasked, good Simon Lee, 
Give me your tool," to him I said; 
And at the word right gladly he 
Received my proffered aid. 

85 I struck, and with a single blow 
The tangled root I severed, 
At which the poor old Man so long 
And vainly had endeavoured. 

The tears into his eyes were brought, 
90 And thanks and praises seemed to run 

So fast out of his heart, I thought 
They never would have done. 
—I've heard of hearts unkind, kind deeds 
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With coldness still returning; 
95 Alas! the gratitude of men 

Hath oftener left me mourning 

1798 1798 

We Are Seven1 

A simple Child, 
That lightly draws its breath, 
And feels its life in every limb, 
What should it know of death? 

5 I met a little cottage Girl: 
She was eight years old, she said; 
Her hair was thick with many a curl 
That clustered round her head. 

She had a rustic, woodland air, 
10 And she was wildly clad: 

Her eyes were fair, and very fair; 
—Her beauty made me glad. 

"Sisters and brothers, little Maid, 
How many may you be?" 

15 "How many? Seven in all," she said, 
And wondering looked at me. 

"And where are they? I pray you tell." 
She answered, "Seven are we; 
And two of us at Conway2 dwell, 

20 And two are gone to sea. 
I 

"Two of us in the church-yard lie, 
My sister and my brother; 
And, in the church-yard cottage, I 
Dwell near them with my mother." 

25 "You say that two at Conway dwell, 
And two are gone to sea, 
Yet ye are seven! I pray you tell, 
Sweet Maid, how this may be." 

Then did the little Maid reply, 
30 "Seven boys and girls are we; 

Two of us in the church-yard lie, 
Beneath the church-yard tree." 

1. Written at Alfoxden in the spring of 1798. . . . 
The little girl who is the heroine I met within the 
area of Goodrich Castle [in the Wye Valley north 
of Tintern Abbey] in the year 1793 [Wordsworth's 
note, 1843]. Wordsworth also tells us that, "while 

walking to and fro," he composed the last stanza 
first, beginning with the last line, and that Cole-
ridge contributed the first stanza. 
2. A seaport town in north Wales. 
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