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People Of Our Age

People of our age - how did we survive?
People old as us- how come we’re still alive?
Our paints and crayons they were coloured with lead

As were our baby cots until we had a bed

Riding in a car that really was a treat

There were no safety belts to keep us in a seat

Our diet was no good, full of stodge and fat

But we played games outside with a ball and bat

Or hopscotch on the pavement just outside the gate

So even with our sweets we weren’t over weight

Sometimes we played much further away

No mobile phones, so out of touch all day

We had no computers, no video games at all

But we had stilts and skates and sometimes we would fall

We had accidents- our parents didn’t sue

Mostly they said “it’s all down to you”

And when our friends’ parents kindly took us out

We were in further danger, of that there is no doubt

The reason for this is very plain to see

They hadn’t been checked by the CRB

We walked to friends’ houses, we even walked to school

If we wanted noughts and crosses some paper we would rule

We couldn’t communicate through the internet

No Face-book then, just friends we’d really met

We even managed without a Playstation

We made up our own games using imagination

We had no jabs for measles, we had spots instead

And yet look at us, we’re alive not dead

How we survived isn’t all that clear

But still somehow, some way look at us, we’re here!
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My Father’s Journeys

I write to you from Stettin

I’m glad you got away

For me and for our parents

Do not forget to pray

I’m safe for now in England

But I don’t know how long for

I should be off to Shanghai

But maybe there’ll be war

I’ve joined the British army

I think that I’ve done right

If evil can be overthrown

Then I know I must fight

We’re fighting here in Belgium

I can’t tell you just where

Like all soldiers there’s danger 

And hardships we must bear

I’m on leave in Manchester

With a girl who wrote to me

I think we’d have a future

In a world forever free

We marry in October

I wish you could be here

My sole regret is distance

From those that I hold dear

With one brother in the US

One in the Isle of Man

Our parents dead and buried

I’ll do the best I can

We honeymooned in North Wales

A time of great delight

But now that time is over

And I’ve returned to fight

One event spoiled our joy

And almost made me cry

The police questioned me

They thought I was a spy

I never thought I would be

In Germany again

With an invading army

Witnessing their pain

I’ve seen so much destruction

Both sides had to bear

It’s the British I admire now

But I try hard to be fair

The past has been all sorrow

Hardship, danger, pain

But I look now to the future

Life must start again

We’ve a daughter now called Barbara

And on her we both dote

I’m a British citizen by now

And again I’ve got the vote

I am one of the lucky

I think of all the slain

I pray that we shall never see

Such horrors come again
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THE MAN AT THE BUS STOP

The man at the bus stop has bought a newspaper.

Later, while eating his sandwiches at his desk

He will read it conscientiously

He will read of shootings in South Africa

About atrocities in Syria

About hit and run in Leeds

About murders in Manchester

He will feel, or at any rate express

The proper feelings of pity and anger

But now he feels only rage at the bus company

Which may make him late

For his important meeting

On the day his car broke down 
Do I belong here?

Do I belong here?

It’s certainly not my place of birth

But nor is Mirfield

The furthest corner of the Earth

(If the Earth has corners

I heard once it was round

Or rumours to that effect

Always abound.)

A north-country maid

To Surrey once I strayed

Although with my nature

It did not agree. 

So although from Lancashire

It’s almost home to me!

Would I pass the cricket test?

There’s a question to pose.

I hate cricket and the rest

Of sports so the white rose

Or red to me it’s all the same.

Leeds or Man United-

If football is your game.

I’m far from the synagogue

To which I still belong.

But that has some benefits

If I do something wrong.

Eat non-kosher food

A bus on Sabbath ride

Do this over here

And I’ll not be spied.

I’ve lived here over thirty years.

That’s certainly much longer

Than anywhere else

But do I belong here?
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THOSE TRAINS

Those trains had no dining car

No buffet and no bar

There was nothing to drink or eat

No reservation and no seat

You couldn't stand in the aisle

You travelled many a day and mile

You travelled in trucks like cattle

Just to breathe was your battle

But for fortune, but for luck

My father might have rode a truck

Not to any normal station

But to a crueller destination

And then I would not exist

To groan about the trains that missed

And moan because some were late

And I had a little wait.

WHAT ENGLAND MEANS TO ME

I've been thinking what England means to me

I used to be asked a strange question you see

Are you English or Jewish? “was the question put to me

I thought it was an odd one –don’t know if you agree

I never understood what they asked the question for

Never saw the need for an either or

I was taught about the heroes of the Old

Testament but I was also told

Of English kings and queens and was loath

To see why I couldn’t share in both

Traditions and cultures-I awoke

Also to the sound of English folk

Music in a roundabout way

Through the stars of the USA

I loved English books-from Bronte to Blyton

All gave me ideas and themes to write on

I never left England until I was ten

No that’s not true it was earlier when

I went with family on holiday

To taste the delights of Rhyll and Colwyn Bay

England and Wales share their laws you know

I may not always like them but at least I can say so

I can criticise the laws of England and Wales

And I can do so freely and not end up in gaol 

Yes I can complain and keep my liberty

That’s one reason I think England’s

Not a bad place to be.
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What to expect at a Folk Festival

Expect to find a screaming child-on your row.

Expect to find a man with a hat on-in front of you

Expect to find people unwrapping and munching through an elaborate packed lunch on the table behind you

Expect to find a crying baby somewhere near

Expect- if you're really unlucky to find a woman with a beret on her head and a baby on her lap on the row before yours

Expect there to be a drunk nearby showing off his great musical appreciation by shouting 'yes' after every number

Or clapping so enthusiastically you can't hear the musicians

Expect to hear the song you've heard far too often

Don't expect to hear the song you really want to

Expect to hear someone singing meaningful songs in a strong accent-or a strange language

Expect there to be a clash of events-one you want to go to and one you think you should

Expect there to be 40 minute intervals between acts

Expect to be thrown out at the last minute-for a sound-check

Expect there won't be enough seats at venues

Expect there to be someone who makes you feel guilty by camping

Expect there be someone who makes you feel envious with a better hotel  deal -including breakfast

Expect that if breakfast is included they'll have run out of bread, and  juice and coffee

Expect to find the portion of chicken you have to eat on your lap comes with a plastic fork

Expect the hot greasy sandwiches from the kiosk to come with no cutlery at all, and no plate, but a sachet of mustard if you dare

Expect rain even if it's been sunny all week

I expect I'll soon be booking for some more festivals

SCRATCHCARD

Such hopes died with me

Such dreams of escape

They knew I was no solid investment

But I followed others of my kind

Into the shop

Into the wallet

To await the moment of truth

And after my failure

Such despair

And yet I remain in the bag

Though not so pristine now

As if they could not bear to part with me

Could not believe my impotence

Or the waste I represent

And others like me will follow

Lemming like in my steps

Soon I will be thrown out

Maybe torn in small pieces

Can I be re-cycled?
As hope is re-cycled

Or maybe I will not be discarded just yet

Maybe I can serve

As a bookmark

The Career Was Not a Great Success

The career was not a great success

Though some limited prowess

In academic subjects was shown

You don’t succeed by this alone

And anyway you understand

It was nothing very grand

Thirteen plus pleased Mum and Dad

GCE results - not too bad

‘A’ levels and a degree

The first one in the family

Although not as hoped in law

Remembering cases - such a chore

Philosophy? well - still a BA

Could have set me on the way

To something with promotion chances

Where I could make some advances

But I chopped and changed instead

A librarian - I was well read

(That was after DHSS

Gave that no time to make progress

But although I didn’t stay

Found a husband on the way)

Had another go at law

But exam results quite poor

So what did that leave for me

Well of course you can see

As I couldn’t get ahead

Give others careers advice instead

Stuck that for nearly 20 years

Though at times reduced to tears

But now at last I’m free

To be what I was meant to be

Call it layabout or lady of leisure

But these are the days that I treasure
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VOWEL SHORTAGE

This poem may not make much sense without the
reference to "Not Waving but Drowning". NB I haven't kept to the rule
of limited vowels -only As and Es in the title.
The dead man wasn't heard at all

Yet always the cry came

(Yet he lay and keened)

“Far away(at sea) and ye never knew”

There wasn’t a wave, he sank

Sad chap, he always wanted a lark

And dead already

The deep freeze was bad the heart gave way

They say

 T’was always the freeze( he never felt warmth)

Yet the dead man lay and keened

“Far away all my existence (days)

Wave? Me ? Nay water ends all 
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A TROUBLESOME WOMAN

I am a troublesome woman

I was a troublesome child

I always asked why

And was never content with Z

I was never one to "just sign here"

Or accept "You can trust us-we're British Gas"

My mother said I should be a lawyer

I asked "why"

Because you always argue she said

When the managers told us

With the cuts there won't be 3 of us up here

My friend said no there'll be 10

I said and "3 of us down here"

Neither of us were ever promoted

AS SAFE AS HOUSES

As safe as houses so they say

But houses are not safe at all

You may be sitting in your house

When the reaper comes to call

You may be eating at your table

Maybe lying in your bed

You may be in your shower or bath

When they find you cold and dead

You may be merely unlucky

May have met some accident

Or it may be your demise

Was planned and caused with cruel intent

By intruder or one you trusted
Your partner, lover, parent, friend

They could have flipped or could have plotted

To ensure you would meet your end

You could be strangled, suffocated

You could be stabbed, you could be shot

Or die in ways you have not thought of

But what I know is you cannot

Think that when you reach your home

When you close your own front door

You have found your place of safety

And that you need fear no more

PASSOVER FOR AN AGNOSTIC JEW

I'm here during Passover

Not far from where

I once posed 4 questions

Did I really care?

For long detailed answers

In a foreign tongue

Though from a tradition

To which I belong

Though where I am now

Isn’t all that far

I couldn’t cross those Pennines

Without boarding train or car

Not allowed if orthodox

Never really ticked that box

Am I to be banned from heaven

Because the bread is not unleavened 

Or because I saw no need

To reproduce and teach the creed

RABBITS BY THE ROAD

I saw rabbits by the road

While waiting in a traffic jam

As though they recognised

The early Easter

Though the snow had not yet cleared

Good Friday in Yorkshire

And people are divided

Some people begin breaks

Or queue for Ikea

Others commute to work

And wait for the delayed gratification

That includes Easter Tuesday

But the rabbits by the busy road

Seemed to know

Barbara Schiff

IF YOU BELIEVE

If you believe in God

He is the God of all

Human, cat and dog

All that fly and crawl

Of good and evil men

Of all who breathe and live

Of all who kill and lie

Of all who love and give

Not just the God of man

Of other life forms too

He watches-does not nap

The creatures in the zoo 

Is he the Lord or Pan

To whom we sing and pray

How much does it matter

At the ending of the day

If you believe there was

A time before the dawn

A time when you saw

No worm, tadpole or spawn

If you believe there was

A time before the fall

If you believe in God

He is the God of all

MY MUM

My mum left school aged 14

The end of her teaching dream

Her parents were refugees

Who came here from overseas

My grandma never learned to read

Perhaps she never saw the need

I made a bad start and was sorry

Asked her to read a story

But when mum went to Grammar School

They knew she was nobody's fool

Was clever and learned things fast

In fact so bright she jumped a class

But was needed to earn her pay

So reluctantly taken away

She'd have made a natural scholar

But was relieved to be white collar

Rather than the factory floor

That's how it was when you were poor

I think she lived her dream through me

So proud when I gained my degree

But those years have come and gone

Of real chances for everyone

Politicians may praise education

But for the younger generation

The promise has not been kept

Degrees can mean crippling debt

No-one knew way back then

The bad old days would come again.

PHOTO OF MY MOTHER 1955

My mother at her sister’s house

On her lap her sister’s child

By her side her own daughter

There are three sisters

Three daughters of the same parents

Now all have daughters of their own

Born at five year intervals

She thinks future generations are assured

Alas she is wrong

None of these cousins are to breed

And I am the last who remains.

Her sister took the photo

She too would have hoped

To see grandchildren

Not have her daughter go before

But in the photo

Ten years after the war

There was hope
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THE CHANGING LIBRARY

Libraries don't just loan books

Not in this computer age

Terminals seen in every branch

So now the screen rivals the page

And once librarians were stern

Enforcing that old silence rule

Now talking is just fine

From pensioners or kids from school

Even reference libraries

Welcome walking groups return

Provide the walkers with hot drinks

Observe the water in the urn

Book groups, author talks, all take place

Activities of every sort

And look at these here on display

They're greeting cards that can be bought

Libraries serve communities

And I believe that to be right

But don’t forget their history

They were here before “Book Night”

OFSTED is Coming

OFSTED is coming, it’s coming in May

OFSTED is coming, it’s not far away

OFSTED is coming, it goes on in June

OFSTED is coming, it’s really quite soon

The inspectors can see everything that you do

Every group session and each interview

Investors in People, we got that with ease

But these OFSTED inspectors are harder to please

OFSTED is coming, to watch and to grade

They’re sure to notice any mistake that is made

Inspectors are coming, zealous are they

Nothing’s off record, so watch what you say

Remember each service we offer with pride

Remember each customer that leaves satisfied

We don’t want you to panic, there’s no need to fear

But OFSTED is coming, it’s coming right here
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OFSTED is Back

OFSTED is back, we had it last May

OFSTED is back, it won’t go away

OFSTED is back, we had it last June

OFSTED is back, it came back so soon

OFSTED is back, this time area-wide

Everyone inspected is on the same side

The inspectors can see everything that you do

Every group session and each interview

OFSTED is back, to watch and to grade

They’re sure to notice any mistake that is made

Inspectors are coming, zealous are they

Nothing’s off record, so watch what you say

Remember each service we offer with pride

Remember each customer that leaves satisfied

Remember the advice we gave you last year

You listened last time, that’s why you’re still here

OFSTED is back, they had it in school

We all cooperated, that’s the gold rule

All of your efforts they won’t be in vain

You all did it once – you can do it again
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THIRTY EIGHT YEARS MARRIED

Thirty eight years married she said-you don't get that for murder

Everyone looked impressed and laughed when they heard her

In some ways it doesn't seem so long since we wed

With gifts and good wishes for the years ahead

We've been together for so much longer than alone

We've lived in three houses that we've called our own

We've travelled South for our work and come back north again

We were bright young things with ambitions then

At first it was a struggle with a mortgage to pay

But even then we found the cash for a holiday

In the early years of marriage we didn't have a car

We've got through quite a few since then driving near and far

We've lost many dear ones, family and friends too

We've had our rows and quarrels but still somehow pulled through

I can't believe it's nearly eight years since we had our Pearl

We're more like Derby and Joan than we are like boy and girl

But I'm glad we're still together now we're growing old

Please G-d in 2 years our ruby then ten more to our gold.

BEIGE

Now I am a certain age

Should I wear purple or be beige?

Do my clothes show what I am?

Am I mutton dressed as lamb?

Should my hair and clothes go grey?

Before the dimming of my day

There’ll be no bright clothes when I’m dead

So if I want I’ll wear bright red

There’ll be no colours on my shroud

So who cares if now they’re loud?

MY JOURNEY 1939

I start my journey-there's no choice

I always hear the Fuhrer’s voice

Proclaiming on the radio

And so I know that I must go

There is a crack through England’s door

It’s been agreed I can stay 

For six months and what then?

Well I must be leaving for Shanghai

Will England smell of fog and damp?

Well better than a German camp

I can’t take much-all is denied

Except some clothes, passport and pride

I leave behind all that I’ve known

To make my journey all alone

When I get there I’ll catch my breath

And pray that I have cheated death
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WINTER

It's snow again in England

That's not playing by the rules

Bad weather in this country

And we close down all the schools

The paper and the radio

Are full of warnings dire

Travel only if essential

We'd all prefer the fire!

And staying late in bed

Beats working any day

But you know bosses

Might have words to say

They claim it’s the worst weather

We've had for thirty years

Oh how our media

Like to promote fears

But yet in foreign cities

Like Montreal and Moscow

What we have in our streets

Would hardly count as snow

But still my taxi driver
Won't go down our street

Here it won't take much

To admit defeat

I'm looking through the window

Is it snow again?

Oh no it's not this time

It's good old English rain!

ATONEMENT

Only one expressed remorse

For war crimes and the holocaust

And that of course was Albert Speer

Who said that he was nowhere near

When plans were made for genocide

Or when camp inmates died

He said that what was done was wrong

But he hadn't known for long

Research suggests that wasn’t true

For evidence shows you see

That he was there at Wannsee

After Spandau-a great career

Let God decide was he sincere

21ST CENTURY JEWISH CEMETERIES

Our parent's gravestones

Must lie flat upon the earth

Not upright like those they erected for our grandparents

Upright stones would just be asking for trouble now

But even flat stones will not keep away

The swastikas and pork

Of course there are other victims the vandals visit

Tony Harrison showed us that in “V”

And who would wish to claim a monopoly in desecration

But our collective history creates a special fear

Will we soon have to come only at specified times

Or by pre-arranged appointment

Clutching driving licences or passports

To prove our right to be there

And leave our small stones

By the large ones carved in granite and marble

When They Came

When they came for the asylum seekers I did not speak out

I was born in this country of that there is no doubt

I’ve not come from East Europe arousing hate and scorn

My birth certificate shows clearly in the UK I was born

When the new fascists started to campaign for my vote

At least I thought this time I’m not the main scapegoat

They’ve got other targets have the BNP

It’s not as if I myself am a refugee

I’m not a cockle picker secretly brought here

That at least should be abundantly clear

I’m not a traveller that pubs try to ban

Anywhere I want to go if I pay I can

But my father came here leaving everything behind

My asylum seeker background isn’t hard to find

And though most of you have a longer pedigree

You still can’t be sure you’ll be forever free

When they talk of those who are to blame

You may find it’s not too long till you hear your own name

Be careful when you express a view

Will anyone be left when they come some time for you?
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I QUIT


You can stuff your targets

I won’t try to meet them again

You can send your reminders I’m running late

But your E-mails will be in vain

You can fail me in my assessments

I really don’t care any more

Because at the end of two months

I’m going to be out of that door

I was never employee of the month

And I knew that I never would be

If I had any ambitions at any time

Now I just want to be free

I’ll work the two months I have to

And then that will be it

I’ll plan my own days in the years that are left

I’m giving my notice I quit!
January

So we began another year


 

Celebrating its arrival



      

Drank to the fact that we are here                     

Thankful for survival



    

For we have eaten to excess


     

And drank in celebration


     

But we resolve to consume less

 

To start on moderation


       

To limit our intake


             

Not to binge or smoke


         

Eat fruit instead of cake


            

Drink only diet coke

              

Seasonal food and drink


     

Gave everyone enjoyment


      

But now many must return


      

To study or employment

              

In darkness we set off

In darkness we return

We sniff and sneeze and cough

Shiver or else burn

Consumptions of another sort

This time it’s retail

There’s bargains to be bought

Hard to resist a sale

As to the future we look

We dream about the sun

There’s holiday’s to book

Before the month is done

And so we plan the year ahead

With treats and holiday

It is this the way we are to lead

To wish the year away
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UNKEPT RESOLUTIONS

I tried to make resolutions I'd got some chance of keeping

Not those bound to end in gnashing teeth and weeping

I didn't say I wouldn't drink I would just cut down

It’s not as if I often go for nights out on the town

Keep to my units well at least nearly always

Have to make exceptions for let's say holidays

Or when at folk clubs or going out to eat

White wine with fish and red wine with meat

I knew I should reduce my BMI

I decided that I would really try

To improve my diet and exercise more

 I’d leave a bit less clutter on each surface and the floor

I was a librarian so I should classify

Know where each book and CD is-and why!

Yes I should place in order each CD and book

So I'd always know exactly where to look

I'd take all my old clothes to a charity shop

And talking of old clothes it's really time to stop

Leaving them to pile up on my bedroom chair

There's a place for everything and it isn't there!

I'd get up earlier though a lady of leisure

Make the most of all my time-every moment treasure

But though barely a week has gone

Of my resolutions I don't think I've kept one.
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NO NEWS IS GOOD NEWS

No news is good news that's what they say

That means I suppose it's good news today

No friends in hospital no relatives died

I've not been upset-I haven't cried

No more than the usual reasons for fear

No hospital appointments before the new year

A dental appointment to fit a crown

I’ll try not to let that get me down

I've had enough bad news in the past

So long may this state of things last

I fill up my days-I've got things to do

But I don't suppose they really would interest you

I'm glad there's not much to report

That means life goes on as it ought

MIRROR MIRROR

Mirror, mirror from my bag

Please be kind to this poor hag

It must be said she likes a drink

And really doesn't like to think
Of the harm that has been done

By this and lying in the sun

Yes in the sun she often lies

And doesn’t always moisturise

All those bags around her eyes

And this mirror magnifies

All those lines upon her face

Her figure too is a disgrace

Well her diet it is not wise

And rarely does she exercise

Mirror, mirror in my hand

I beg you try to understand

Our Christmas Cruise

Confined to cabin the doctor said

With a stomach like yours you’ll be best in bed

Besides there’s other passengers on board

And only you sick - Give praise to the Lord

And your wife she’d better stay with you

You know she could be infectious too

See these pills - take them twice a day

Hopefully the problem will soon go away

Drink plenty of fluids, watch what you eat

And we hope the illness will quite soon be beat

Out on the deck you could look at the sea

In the ballroom they’re eating a chocolate tea

There’s films to watch and lectures to hear

And bars serving cocktails, champagne, and beer

People having hair-do’s and dressing for dinner

Eric’s the only one who’s getting thinner

I’m ordering food from room service menu

No reason for me to starve myself too

Tomorrow we’ve booked for a trip on a jeep

If only the food down he could keep

A Christmas cruise is no good when you’re ill

And to make things worse, here comes the bill

Canary Christmas

They said there’d be sun at Christmas

They said it was always dry

We thought we’d relax at New Year

And on sunbeds we’d just lie

On day 1 there was sunshine

And everything looked bright

On day 2 clouds came out

This was not such a happy sight

Day 3 was an island coach tour

Many things were seen and done

But the tour guide he did say

Sand dunes looked better in the sun

Most of the week was cloudy

And at times there was rain

But as soon as it stopped raining

People were lying out again

They mostly kept all clothes on

A few swimmers they were bold

Some bought blankets from the bedroom

To insulate against the cold

But it was all-inclusive

All food, drinks and ice-cream

Coffee with pastries came out at 3.00

While of the sun we would dream

But we are now back home

With many types of stress and care

And despite the cloudy weather

We still wish that we were there

Barbara Schiff

