
The Poetry of Horses

Poetry of Horses.indd   1 10/08/2021   17:10



The Poetry of Horses

By the World’s Greatest Poets

Poetry of Horses.indd   3 10/08/2021   17:10



First published in Great Britain in 2021 by
Serpent’s Tail

an imprint of Profile Books Ltd
29 Cloth Fair

London
ec1a 7jq

www.serpentstail.com

Copyright © 2021 by Serpent’s Tail

Collection edited by Leonora Craig Cohen

Text design by Sue Lamble

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

Typeset in Quadraat by MacGuru Ltd
Printed and bound in Great Britain by
CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, cr0 4yy

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright 
reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, 
stored or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in 

any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 
recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission 

of both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is  
available from the British Library.

ISBN 978 1 78816 604 1
eISBN 978 1 78283 745 9

Poetry of Horses.indd   4 10/08/2021   17:10



WILLIAM HENRY OGILVIE The Horse of Your Heart 1

JENNIFER CHANG A Horse Named Never 3

PHILIP LARKIN At Grass 5

MATTHEA HARVEY Inside the Good Idea 7

CAROL ANN DUFFY The White Horses 8

LAWRENCE FERLINGHETTI Don’t Let That Horse… 10

JAMES DICKEY The Dusk of Horses 11

LOUISE GLÜCK Horse Poem 13

RONALD DUNCAN Ode to a Horse 15

ROBERT BROWNING  
How They Brought the Good News from Ghent to Aix 16

D. H. LAWRENCE The White Horse 20

THE BIBLE, KING JAMES VERSION Job 39:19–25 21

JOY HARJO She Had Some Horses 22

JOHN BUNYAN Upon the Horse and his Rider 30

PAUL MULDOON Bull Run, from ‘Horse Latitudes’ 32

SIR PHILIP SIDNEY  
Astrophil and Stella 41: Having this day my horse,  
my hand, my lance 33

EAVAN BOLAND The War Horse 34

Contents

Poetry of Horses.indd   5 10/08/2021   17:10



vi

MARY OLIVER Franz Marc’s Blue Horses 36

ALICIA RABINS Ars Poetica 37

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE  
from Richard II, Act V, scene V 38

HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW  
Paul Revere’s Ride 40

BANJO PATERSON The Man from Snowy River 45

JANE HIRSHFIELD Heat 51

SEAMUS HEANEY Follower 53

RUDYARD KIPLING White Horses 55

MONICA FAMBROUGH   

I Love Them As I’m Defying Them 59

ALFRED LORD TENNYSON   

from ‘Eric and Enide, Idylls of the King’ 60

JENNIFER GROTZ  The Ocracoke Ponies 66

ROBERT BROWNING  Boot and Saddle 68

EDWIN MUIR  The Horses 69

THE PEARL POET  

from ‘Sir Gawain and the Green Knight’ 72

ADAM LINDSAY GORDON  Ye Wearie Wayfarer 74

JEAN VALENTINE  Mare and Newborn Foal 76

SIR PHILIP SIDNEY   

Astrophil and Stella 49: I on my horse,  

and Love on me, doth try  77

PAISLEY REKDAL  Why Some Girls Love Horses  78

ROBERT FROST   

Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening 81

LORD BYRON from ‘Mazeppa’ 82

Poetry of Horses.indd   6 10/08/2021   17:10



vii

JANE COMMANE  Seven Horse Secrets 97

TED HUGHES  The Horses  98

EDWARD GEORGE DYSON  The Old Whim Horse 101

GEOFFREY CHAUCER from ‘The Reeve’s Tale’ 105

ROBERT WRIGLEY  Kissing a Horse 109

JASWINDER BOLINA  Portrait of the Horse  110

JASON BREDLE  The Horse’s Adventure 113

JEN HADFIELD  Paternoster 115

JAMES WRIGHT  A Blessing 117

MEGHAN O’ROURKE  Inventing a Horse 119

ROBERTA HILL WHITEMAN  Horses in Snow 121

ROBERT WILLIAM SERVICE  Winnie 124

VICKI HEARNE  Riding a Nervous Horse 126

Poetry of Horses.indd   7 10/08/2021   17:10



1

William Henry Ogilvie 

The Horse of Your Heart

When you’ve ridden a four-year-old half of the day

And, foam to the fetlock, they lead him away,

With a sigh of contentment you watch him depart

While you tighten the girths on the horse of your 

heart.

There is something between you that both 

understand

As it thrills an old message from bit-bar to hand.

As he changes his feet in that plunge of desire

To the thud of his hoofs all your courage takes fire.

When an afternoon fox is away, when begins

The rush down the headland that edges the whins,

When you challenge the Field, making sure of a 

start,

Would you ask any horse but this horse of your 

heart?

There’s the rasping big double a green one would 

shirk,

But the old fellow knows it as part of his work;

He has shortened his stride, he has measured the 

task,

He is up, on, and over as clean as you’d ask.

There’s the water before you-no novice’s test,
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But a jump to try deeply the boldest and best;

Just a tug at the leather, a lift of the ear,

And the old horse is over it-twenty foot clear.

There is four foot of wall and a take-off in plough,

And you’re glad you are riding no tenderfoot now

But a seasoned campaigner, a master of art,

The perfect performer-the horse of your heart.

For here’s where the raw one will falter and baulk,

And here’s where the tyro is pulled to a walk,

But the horse of your heart never dwells or demurs

And is over the top to a touch of the spurs.

To you who ride young ones half-schooled and half-

broke,

What joy to find freedom a while from your yoke!

What bliss to be launched with the luck of the start

On the old one, the proved one, the horse of your 

heart !
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JenniFer CHang

A Horse Named Never

At the stables, each stall was labeled with a name.

Biscuit stood aloof — I faced, always, invariably, his 

clockwork tail.

Crab knew the salt lick too well.

Trapezoid mastered stillness: a midnight mare, 

she was sternest and tallest, her chest stretched 

against the edges of her stall.

I was not afraid of Never, the chestnut gelding, so 

rode his iron haunches as far as Panther Gap.

Never and I lived in Virginia then.

We could neither flee nor be kept.

Seldom did I reach the little mountain without 

him, the easy crests making valleys of indifferent 

grasses.

What was that low sound I heard, alone with Never?

A lone horse, a lodestar, a habit of fear.

We think of a horse less as the history of one man and his 

sorrows than as the history of a whole evil time.

Why I chose Never I’ll never know.

I fed him odd lettuce, abundant bitterness.

Who wore the bit and harness, who was the ready 

steed.

Never took the carrot, words by my own reckoning, 
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an account of creeks and oystercatchers.

Our hoof-house rested at the foot of the mountain, 

on which rested another house more brazen than 

statuary.

Let it be known: I first mistook gelding for gilding.

I am the fool that has faith in Never.

Somewhere, a gold door burdened with apology 

refuses all mint from the yard.
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PHiliP larkin

At Grass

The eye can hardly pick them out

From the cold shade they shelter in,

Till wind distresses tail and mane;

Then one crops grass, and moves about

– The other seeming to look on –

And stands anonymous again.

Yet fifteen years ago, perhaps

Two dozen distances sufficed

To fable them: faint afternoons

Of Cups and Stakes and Handicaps,

Whereby their names were artificed

To inlay faded, classic Junes –

Silks at the start: against the sky

Numbers and parasols: outside,

Squadrons of empty cars, and heat,

And littered grass: then the long cry

Hanging unhushed till it subside

To stop-press columns on the street.

Do memories plague their ears like flies?

They shake their heads. Dusk brims the shadows.
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Summer by summer all stole away,

The starting-gates, the crowds and cries –

All but the unmolesting meadows.

Almanacked, their names live; they

Have slipped their names, and stand at ease,

Or gallop for what must be joy,

And not a fieldglass sees them home,

Or curious stopwatch prophesies:

Only the groom, and the groom’s boy,

With bridles in the evening come.
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mattHea Harvey

Inside the Good Idea

From the outside it is singular. One wooden horse. 

Inside ten men sit cross-legged, knees touching. No 

noun has been invented yet to describe this. They 

whisper that it would be like sitting in a wine barrel 

if the curved walls were painted red. The contents 

are not content. They would like some wine. They 

quarrel about who gets to sit in the head until finally 

the smallest man clambers in, promising to send 

messages back to the belly. He can only look out of 

one eye at a time. At first there is nothing to report. 

Black, Dark, The Occasional Star. Then Quiet 

Footsteps mixed with Questions. The children are 

clamoring for it to be brought inside the walls. The 

head sends back another message which gets caught 

in the throat: They are bringing their toy horses to pay 

their respects to us, brushing their tiny manes, oiling the 

little wheels. It must be a welcome change from playing war.
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CarOl ann DuFFy 

The White Horses 

The earth’s heart hears hooves

under hillsides,

thunder in Wiltshire;

and the glistening rain, in wet hours,

all ears for the white horses, listens;

the wind, hoarse, gargles

breath and whinny and shriek.

The moon’s chalk face pines for her foals.

But the sky swears

the white horses

are dropped clouds;

the sea vows they came from a wave,

foamy, salt-maned, galloping inland;

death claims it will set them

to pulling a hearse

and love

goes riding, all night, bareback

hunting itself.

They dreamed them, the local dead,

ghosts of war horses,

warriors’, heroes’,
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asleep in the landscape;

woke to the white horses shining

high over woods and farms;

young ancestors working the fields,

naming them his, hers, ours.

They sensed them, pulling the county

deep into England,

harnessed, history’s;

their scent sweet on the air –

wheat, hops, hay, chalk, clay.

Then stars nailed shoes to their hooves.

The conservationists climb the hills

away from their cars,

new leucippotomists

with implements to scour and groom,

scrub and comb.

On a clear day,

from twenty miles,

a driver sees a white horse

printing its fresh, old form on the turf

like a poem.
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laWrenCe FerlingHetti 

Don’t Let That Horse …

Don’t let that horse

eat that violin

cried Chagall’s mother

But he 

kept right on

painting

And became famous

And kept on painting

The Horse With Violin In Mouth

And when he finally finished it

he jumped up upon the horse

and rode away 

waving the violin

And then with a low bow gave it

to the first naked nude he ran across

And there were no strings 

attached
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James DiCkey

The Dusk of Horses 

Right under their noses, the green

Of the field is paling away

Because of something fallen from the sky. 

They see this, and put down

Their long heads deeper in grass

That only just escapes reflecting them

As the dream of a millpond would.

The color green flees over the grass

Like an insect, following the red sun over

The next hill. The grass is white.

There is no cloud so dark and white at once;

There is no pool at dawn that deepens

Their faces and thirsts as this does.

Now they are feeding on solid

Cloud, and, one by one,

With nails as silent as stars among the wood

Hewed down years ago and now rotten,

The stalls are put up around them.
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Now if they lean, they come

On wood on any side. Not touching it, they sleep.

No beast ever lived who understood

What happened among the sun’s fields,

Or cared why the color of grass 

Fled over the hill while he stumbled,

Led by the halter to sleep

On his four taxed, worthy legs.

Each thinks he awakens where 

The sun is black on the rooftop,

That the green is dancing in the next pasture,

And that the way to sleep

In a cloud, or in a risen lake,

Is to walk as though he were still 

in the drained field standing, head down,

To pretend to sleep when led,

And thus to go under the ancient white

Of the meadow, as green goes

And whiteness comes up through his face

Holding stars and rotten rafters,

Quiet, fragrant, and relieved.
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lOuise glüCk 

Horse Poem

What does the horse give you

That I cannot give you?

I watch you when you are alone,

When you ride into the field behind the dairy,

Your hands buried in the mare’s

Dark mane.

Then I know what lies behind your silence:

Scorn, hatred of me, of marriage. Still,

You want me to touch you; you cry out

As brides cry, but when I look at you I see

There are no children in your body.

Then what is there?

Nothing, I think. Only haste

To die before I die.

In a dream, I watched you ride the horse

Over the dry fields and then

Dismount: you two walked together;

In the dark, you had no shadows.

But I felt them coming toward me
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Since at night they go anywhere,

They are their own masters.

Look at me. You think I don’t understand?

What is the animal

If not passage out of this life?
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rOnalD DunCan 

Ode to a Horse 

Where in this wide world can

man find nobility without pride,

friendship without envy or beauty

without vanity? Here, where

grace is laced with muscle, and

strength by gentleness confined.

He serves without servility; he has

fought without enmity. There is

nothing so powerful, nothing less

violent, there is nothing so quick,

nothing more patient.

England’s past has been borne on

his back. All our history is his

industry; we are his heirs; he 

our inheritance.
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rObert brOWning

How They Brought the Good 
News from Ghent to Aix

I sprang to the stirrup, and Joris, and he;

I gallop’d, Dirck gallop’d, we gallop’d all three;

‘Good speed!’ cried the watch, as the gate-bolts 

undrew;

‘Speed!’ echoed the wall to us galloping through;

Behind shut the postern, the lights sank to rest,

And into the midnight we gallop’d abreast.

Not a word to each other; we kept the great pace

Neck by neck, stride by stride, never changing our 

place;

I turn’d in my saddle and made its girths tight,

Then shorten’d each stirrup, and set the pique right,

Rebuckled the cheek-strap, chain’d slacker the bit,

Nor gallop’d less steadily Roland a whit.

’Twas moonset at starting; but while we drew near

Lokeren, the cocks crew and twilight dawn’d clear;

At Boom, a great yellow star came out to see;

At Düffeld, ’twas morning as plain as could be;

And from Mechelm church-steeple we heard the 

half chime,
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So, Joris broke silence with, ‘Yet there is time!’

At Aershot, up leap’d of a sudden the sun,

And against him the cattle stood black every one,

To stare thro’ the mist at us galloping past,

And I saw my stout galloper Roland at last,

With resolute shoulders, each butting away

The haze, as some bluff river headland its spray:

And his low head and crest, just one sharp ear bent 

back

For my voice, and the other prick’d out on his track;

And one eye’s black intelligence,—ever that glance

O’er its white edge at me, his own master, askance!

And the thick heavy spume-flakes which aye and 

anon

His fierce lips shook upwards in galloping on.

By Hasselt, Dirck groan’d; and cried Joris ‘Stay 

spur!

Your Roos gallop’d bravely, the fault’s not in her,

We ’ll remember at Aix’—for one heard the quick 

wheeze

Of her chest, saw the stretch’d neck and staggering 

knees,

And sunk tail, and horrible heave of the flank,

As down on her haunches she shudder’d and sank.

So, we were left galloping, Joris and I,
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Past Looz and past Tongres, no cloud in the sky;

The broad sun above laugh’d a pitiless laugh,

’Neath our feet broke the brittle bright stubble like 

chaff;

Till over by Dalhem a dome-spire sprang white,

And ‘Gallop,’ gasped Joris, ‘for Aix is in sight!’

‘How they ’ll greet us!’—and all in a moment his 

roan

Roll’d neck and croup over, lay dead as a stone;

And there was my Roland to bear the whole weight

Of the news which alone could save Aix from her 

fate,

With his nostrils like pits full of blood to the brim,

And with circles of red for his eye-sockets’ rim.

Then I cast loose my buffcoat, each holster let fall,

Shook off both my jack-boots, let go belt and all,

Stood up in the stirrup, lean’d, patted his ear,

Call’d my Roland his pet name, my horse without 

peer;

Clapp’d my hands, laugh’d and sang, any noise, 

bad or good,

Till at length into Aix Roland gallop’d and stood.

And all I remember is, friends flocking round

As I sat with his head ’twixt my knees on the 

ground;

And no voice but was praising this Roland of mine,
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As I pour’d down his throat our last measure of 

wine,

Which (the burgesses voted by common consent)

Was no more than his due who brought good news 

from Ghent.
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D. H.  laWrenCe

The White Horse

The youth walks up to the white horse, to put its 

halter on

and the horse looks at him in silence.

They are so silent, they are in another world.
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