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Thomas Hardy  
Poems 

Thomas Hardy (1840 1928) was an English novelist and poet. After a successful writing career 
that included such novels as Far from the Madding Crowd (1874), The Return of the Native 
(1878), The Mayor of Casterbridge (1886), and Tess of the D’Urbervilles (1891), his last novel, 
Jude the Obscure (1895) was roundly condemned by the church as immoral. After that, Hardy 
concentrated on writing poetry. In 1898 he published Wessex Poems; he continued to publish 
poetry throughout the rest of his life.  

“The Man He Killed” (1909) 

 
Had he and I but met 
By some old ancient inn, 
We should have set us down to wet 
Right many a nipperkin!  
 
But ranged as infantry,    5 
And staring face to face, 
I shot at him as he at me, 
And killed him in his place.  
 
I shot him dead because— 
Because he was my foe,    10 
Just so: my foe of course he was; 
That's clear enough; although  
 
He thought he'd 'list, perhaps, 
Off-hand like—just as I— 
Was out of work—had sold his traps—  15 
No other reason why.  
 
Yes; quaint and curious war is! 
You shoot a fellow down 
You'd treat, if met where any bar is, 
Or help to half a crown.     20 
 
 

Neutral Tones (1898) 
 

We stood by a pond that winter day, 
And the sun was white, as though chidden of God, 
And a few leaves lay on the starving sod; 
—They had fallen from an ash, and were gray. 
 
Your eyes on me were as eyes that rove    5 
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Over tedious riddles solved years ago; 
And some words played between us to and fro   
     On which lost the more by our love. 
 
The smile on your mouth was the deadest thing 
Alive enough to have strength to die;     10 
And a grin of bitterness swept thereby 
     Like an ominous bird a-wing.  . . . 
 
Since then, keen lessons that love deceives, 
And wrings with wrong, have shaped to me 
Your face, and the God-curst sun, and a tree,    15 
     And a pond edged with grayish leaves. 
 
 

The Ruined Maid (1901) 
 

“O ’Melia, my dear, this does everything crown! 
Who could have supposed I should meet you in Town? 
And whence such fair garments, such prosperi-ty?”— 
“O didn’t you know I’d been ruined?” said she. 

 
—“You left us in tatters, without shoes or socks,   5 
Tired of digging potatoes, and spudding up docks; 
And now you’ve gay bracelets and brights feathers three!”— 
“Yes: that’s how we dress when we’re ruined,” said she. 
 
—“At home in the barton you said ‘thee’ and ‘thou,’ 
And ‘thik oon,’ and ‘thëas oon,’ and ‘t’other’; but now   10 
Your talking quite fits ’ee for high compa-ny!”— 
“Some polish is gained with one’s ruin,” said she. 
 
—“Your hands were like paws then, your face blue and bleak 
But now I’m bewitched by your delicate cheek, 
And your little gloves fit as on any la-dy!”—    15 
“We never do work when we’re ruined,” said she. 
 
—“You used to call home-life a hag-ridden dream, 
And you’d sigh, and you’d sock; but at present you seem 
To know not of megrims or melancho-ly!”— 
“True. One’s pretty lively when ruined,” said she.    20 
 
—“I wish I had feathers, a fine sweeping gown, 
And a delicate face, and could strut about Town!”— 
“My dear—a raw country girl, such as you be, 
Cannot quite expect that. You ain’t ruined,” said she. 
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The Workbox (1914) 
 

See, here’s the workbox, little wife, 
That I made of polished oak.’ 
He was a joiner, of village life; 
She came of borough folk. 

 
He holds the present up to her   5 
As with a smile she nears 
And answers to the profferer, 
‘ ‘Twill last all my sewing years!’ 

 
‘I warrant it will. And longer too. 
‘Tis a scantling that I got    10 
Off poor John Wayward’s coffin, who 
Died of they knew not what. 

 
‘The shingled pattern that seems to cease 
Against your box’s rim 
Continues right on in the piece   15 
That’s underground with him. 

 
‘And while I worked it made me think 
Of timber’s varied doom; 
One inch where people eat and drink, 
The next inch in a tomb.    20 

 
‘But why do you look so white, my dear, 
And turn aside your face? 
You knew not that good lad, I fear, 
Though he came from your native place?’ 

 
‘How could I know that good young man,  25 
Though he came from my native town, 
When he must have left far earlier than 
I was a woman grown?’ 
 
‘Ah, no. I should have understood! 
It shocked you that I gave    30 
To you one end of a piece of wood 
Whose other is in a grave?’ 

 
 

‘Don’t, dear, despise my intellect, 
Mere accidental things 
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Of that sort never have effect 
On my imaginings.’ 

 
Yet still her lips were limp and wan, 
Her face still held aside, 
As if she had known not only John, 
But known of what he died. 
 

 
The Darkling Thrush (December 29, 1900) 

 
I leant upon a coppice gate  
      When Frost was spectre-grey,  
And Winter's dregs made desolate  
      The weakening eye of day.  
The tangled bine-stems scored the sky  
      Like strings of broken lyres,  
And all mankind that haunted nigh  
      Had sought their household fires.  
 
The land's sharp features seemed to be  
      The Century's corpse outleant,  
His crypt the cloudy canopy,  
      The wind his death-lament.  
The ancient pulse of germ and birth  
      Was shrunken hard and dry,  
And every spirit upon earth  
      Seemed fervourless as I.  
 
At once a voice arose among  
      The bleak twigs overhead  
In a full-hearted evensong  
      Of joy illimited;  
An aged thrush, frail, gaunt, and small,  
      In blast-beruffled plume,  
Had chosen thus to fling his soul  
      Upon the growing gloom.  
 
So little cause for carolings  
      Of such ecstatic sound  
Was written on terrestrial things  
      Afar or nigh around,  
That I could think there trembled through  
      His happy good-night air  
Some blessed Hope, whereof he knew  
      And I was unaware.  
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Channel Firing (1914) 
 

That night your great guns, unawares,  
Shook all our coffins as we lay,  
And broke the chancel window-squares,  
We thought it was the Judgment-day  
 
And sat upright. While drearisome  
Arose the howl of wakened hounds:  
The mouse let fall the altar-crumb,  
The worms drew back into the mounds,  
 
The glebe cow drooled. Till God called, “No;  
It’s gunnery practice out at sea  
Just as before you went below;  
The world is as it used to be:  
 
“All nations striving strong to make  
Red war yet redder. Mad as hatters  
They do no more for Christés sake  
Than you who are helpless in such matters.  
 
“That this is not the judgment-hour  
For some of them’s a blessed thing,  
For if it were they’d have to scour  
Hell’s floor for so much threatening....  
 
“Ha, ha. It will be warmer when  
I blow the trumpet (if indeed  
I ever do; for you are men,  
And rest eternal sorely need).”  
 
So down we lay again. “I wonder,  
Will the world ever saner be,”  
Said one, “than when He sent us under  
In our indifferent century!”  
 
And many a skeleton shook his head.  
“Instead of preaching forty year,”  
My neighbour Parson Thirdly said,  
“I wish I had stuck to pipes and beer.”  
 
Again the guns disturbed the hour,  
Roaring their readiness to avenge,  
As far inland as Stourton Tower,  
And Camelot, and starlit Stonehenge. 


