MEMORY WORK POETRY SESSION of 29th JUNE 2012:
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An Over 50’s Activity Session and a memory afternoon
 

Have you ever been in a "care home" where staff see their role as doing routine things for the residents but seem to have forgotten that older people once attended concerts, enjoyed active sex lives and were inspired by music, art and poetry?
 

Among my clients are Day Centres, Hospital Wards, Residential and Nursing Homes for people at the wiser end of the age spectrum where the staff have not forgotten the wholeness of a person at whatever age.  In one centre, I do regular memory work using local history, old photographs and such to stimulate discussions with lots of humour and gusset busting laughter.

 

Today, typical for a Franciscan with Aspergers, I'd nothing planned ... so quickly filled my man-bag with books of poetry from the C19th onwards - including "Gorton Far Better for Verse" - a book that arose out of an intergenerational poetry project myself and Marie Koudellas and others ran with a few years ago. For good luck I threw in a book of old music hall monologues. 

 

Having had their lunch, my beautiful folk were waiting and gave a huge cheer as I walked in. Our session started with a rousing rendition of "Charge of the Light Brigade". So many knew the poem from school days that we soon turned the community room into the field of Balaclava as we imagined charging the Russian artillery. 
So we didn’t get too serious, I told an old joke about electricity bills from the 1950's in which the punch line was a quote from Tennyson’s poem and when folk were laughing, introduced the music hall monologues. After laughing at Old Joe and his encounter with the landlady of the George and Dragon, we turned to Wordsworth and others poets as participants called out their favourites and treated everyone to a section of a poem they had loved for many years.

It was an absolutely fabulous session! We even threw in some rugby songs as folk remembered the rhymes they learned in class ... and those they recited in the playground when teachers back was turned. One adorable lady who attends a church where the priest, who has a loving sense of humour, is a good friend of mine gave wonderful renditions of two raunchy songs she'd learned by heart as a member of a WWII concert party.
Soon, we were playing with rhyming games such as the Pheasant Plucker and the same lady taught us to say: “One smart fellow felt smart; two smart fellows felt smart; three smart fellows felt smart and four smart fellows all felt smart together". (Go on ... say it fast without Spoonerising!) 

 One lady was roaring laughing until someone told her I was a minister. After that she mumbled that she wouldn't darken the door of my church and tried her very, very best not to laugh again ... with little success. Luckily, the poor lass soon let go of all that negative conditioning and started enjoying herself again. Mixing the serious stuff (as well as Tennyson and Wordsworth, we touched on Poe; Coleridge and the War Poets) with comic verse was a real winner and the drivers who came to collect my little audience sat and had a brew so they could stay longer - which led to stories of mixed up bus-drivers in the post clippie era.

 

Really can't wait for the next session, when I'm thinking of doing my Great Apes PowerPoint presentation with a comic twist. We finished with a Lanky Twang dialect poem I'd composed in honour of this wonderful group of people. 

 

DIALECTABLE MEMORIES:
Ee, it’s grand here at the Day Centre

Wi’ folk who’ve been round fer a while

Each woman and man that I meet here

Was once but a babe then a child.

They went off to school as wee nippers’

And their lessons they studiously learned.

While at playtime they’d hopscotch an’ yo yo’s

An’ such games where each child got a turn.

Then they grew into young men and women

Who went dancing at Palais an’ Belle Vue

Where Cupid would fill ‘em wi’ arrows,

An’ they’d get up to a thingy or two.

In due course some’d wed an’ ‘ave children

Finding work in pit, factory or mill.

Or ‘appen they’d serve time in th’ military

Or even at Strangeways ‘otel.

Some here had a turn as shop-keepers,

Others found work at the zoo

But however they made selves a living’

It earned ‘em a penny or two.

In due course their own nippers’ ‘ad nippers’

An’ grandchildren ‘appened along.

“Course I’ll mind ‘em next Tuesday.

Mind you, I’ll not mind ‘em fer long!”

With behind ‘em so many achievements

The folk that I meet here are blessed

For whenever we come here together

We ‘ave fun and a bloody good rest!

So here’s to me mates and me muckers!

The folk as have made our land great.

May you have many more ‘appy hours

An’ I ‘ope soon again we shall meet!
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