Hitcher

This poem comes from Book of Matches but is a longer poem than the “matches” - and has its own title. It is a monologue of sorts, in which a man confesses to murder. We notice that he is at once like, and yet unlike, his victim. Briefly, the speaker in the poem has been taking time off work - feigning illness and not answering his phone. Being threatened with the sack (losing his job), he goes in to work again. He gets a lift to his hired car (a short distance we suppose). As he drives out of Leeds he picks up a hitchhiker who is travelling light and has no set destination. Some little way later (coming out of Harrogate) he attacks his passenger, and throws him out of the still-moving car. The last he sees of the hiker, he is “bouncing off the kerb, then disappearing down the verge” - we do not know if he is dead or just badly injured. The driver does not care. 

The two men have some things in common - what are they? 

· Both hitch lifts, and 

· They are more or less of the same age. 

Can you think of anything else? On the other hand, they differ in lots of ways: 

· One hitches to a specific place for a specific reason; the other is following the sun. 

· One is going to work; the other appears not to work. 

· One navigates by town and city names; the other by points of the compass. 

· One is a victim of his work; the other has a carefree attitude. 

· One learns about weather from the forecast; the other loves sun and wind. 

The contrast also appears in the way the men speak. The driver repeats the language of the weather forecast “moderate to fair” and the driverspeak of dropping “into third” while the hitcher uses hippie clichés about the good earth as his bed, about the truth, in the words of Bob Dylan's song “blowin' in the wind” and even a metaphor of the breeze running “its fingers/through his hair”. The driver is quite materialistic - he refers to the ansaphone, the Vauxhall Astra, the krooklok and the mirror. 

We may judge the driver not only by his violent attack but also by his boss's threat - this suggests that he is not really ill, but is a malingerer. So “tired” and “under the weather” are not convincing - though “weather” here has an echo in the “outlook for the day” in the final stanza. And the driver is a coward - his argument is with his boss or his own way of life. But he attacks the hitcher, whose carefree values seem almost to mock him. 

The poem is arranged in five stanzas, each of five lines - and most end with a full or half rhyme. But the arrangement is more for the eye than the ear - the lines are not all end-stopped and the poem, read aloud, sounds as expansive as natural speech. 

· In reading the poem do you agree with the views of the hitcher or do you share the driver's annoyance at them? 

· How does the poem suggest the selfishness of the driver? What other qualities does it show him to have? 

· What do you think of the way Armitage uses contrast in this poem? 

· What is the effect in the poem of 
· proper nouns - places (Leeds and Harrogate) and brand names (ansaphone, Vauxhall Astra, krooklok) and of  quoting from the radio (the weather forecast)? 

· Is this is a serious poem or is the violence meant to be comical? Why do you think this? 

· What is the effect of the references to the sun and wind in the poem? What do the hitcher and the driver think of them? 

· What might be the sequel to this story (what happens next)? Why has the poet not told the reader this? Is the poem complete without it? 

