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By Dave Willis ‘58

Those of you who follow Deerfield on the internet may have already read of Steve Sneyd’s death, but for those who are not wed to the web, the following excerpts a letter I received from Steve’s brother Michael on October 7, 2018.  (He likely had my name because I, along with Brian Rosborough, sent letters to Steve imploring him to return for our 60th reunion.  Sadly, he must have received them about the time he went into the hospital.)

As Steve Sneyd's brother I'm writing to inform you that Steve passed away in June of this year after having been in hospital for about a month suffering from emphysema and a weak heart.
 
After Steve returned to England in 1958 he attended Bristol University where he studied chemistry. After graduation he worked for a while for the large chemical company ICI. After that he moved into the field of copywriting and for many years worked for the Manchester Evening News. 

Apart from his professional life Steve was a prolific poet and in this field he established a considerable reputation. He had a particular interest in science fiction poetry and in 2015 he became one of the six Grand Masters of Science Fiction Poetry, a very prestigious award. If you google 'Steve Sneyd poet' you will find a number of websites devoted to him, including some with interviews with him.

He leaves his wife, Rita, a son, Michael, and a daughter, Paula.

Coming to Deerfield from his home in California (where his English father was a teacher/tutor) as a new-boy sophomore in the fall of 1955, Steve Sneyd took up residence in a corner room on the third floor of Ashley House.

The entry had a number of “bright” new boy sophomores in it, but it didn’t take long before the breadth of Steve’s extraordinary mind was revealed.  One evening I walked into his room to find him scribbling on a map of Africa.  “What are you up to?”  “This map shows the various tribes in Africa and the languages they speak.”  The rest of us were busting our chops trying to get the next day’s homework finished, and Steve was long done with that and off on a special mission of discovery.  

As some of you may remember, Mr. Boyden and the faculty so respected Steve’s intelligence that when a Latin teacher died, Steve stepped in and taught Latin to students for the remainder of the term.  

Steve was always writing, and also always drawing.  He signed classmates’ Pocumtucks with a curious precursor of an emoji, a charming little Mayan-esque drawing of himself.   When I flush my yearbook out of its hiding place, I’ll share it with you.  

If you do google Steve Sneyd, poet, as his brother suggests, you will see that his relentless curiosity never left him.  The sheer volume of Sneydiana is most amazing.

One blog by Andy Darlington (Andy met Steve in 1971, when they started a lifetime of “collaborating on live readings and publishing”) that I quote at some length illustrates those Sneyd qualities that so many of us got to see and admire at Deerfield.

STEVE SNEYD: FROM MARS TO MARSDEN - THE UNTOLD STORY 


 He is Britain’s – and possibly the world’s most widely published poet. He’s been featured regularly, week-by-week, month-by-month, year-by-year since the 1960’s in more strange, obscure, and esoteric journals than even he can possibly remember. Now he’s singlehandedly resurrecting the ‘Genre SF’ poem as a unique and distinctive verse-form. He is Steve Sneyd… 

Steve Sneyd can be a distracting interview. 

He’s the guy sitting at the end of the bar, with a Philip K Dick paperback crammed conveniently into his corduroy jacket pocket and an obscure crossword-completing word on the tip of his tongue. Spinning looping, leisurely soliloquies that lengthen for about the time it takes for a pint of best to settle, or for someone to get the next round in. As we talk he sketches zigzag castles and mythic faces on the beer-mat, scribbles sudden ideas in interacting hieroglyphs of longhand script into the dog-eared flyleaf of the paperback in his pocket, then hand-rolls a matchstick-thin cigarette infiltrating a fallout of tobacco strands across the table between us. He has quotes, phrases, lines and useful expressions for future use in black biro on scraps of paper in every pocket.

As he tells Marge Simon ‘I’m endlessly writing such bits down on paper, always carry some, and a pen, or into notebooks – though the problem is the vast majority never develop any further, just silt up in vast accumulations of such scraps, though sometimes, years later even, one or another will resurface and a poem will come together out of that seed. Ideas can come from anywhere – flashbacks of memory, of places, people, events, items from the radio or books, curious facts or images, fragments of phrases, odd images springing to mind.’ And he talks. He talks about everything from the lost galaxy-spanning poetry of obscure American fantasist Lilith Lorraine, to an interminably convoluted comic routine about Bob Marley’s arrival in heaven, to tales of legendary Beat poetry heroics in the back rooms of 1970’s Yorkshire pubs, and about the prehistory of Pennine earthworks and tumuli. About everything – in fact, but Steve Sneyd himself.

To Fred Beak, writing the afterword of Steve’s 200-page collection ‘In Coils Of Earthen Hold’*, ‘the neglect of Steve Sneyd’s work is one of the mysteries of our poetic era.’ There’s possibly something in what he says, but neglect is not what you’d normally associate with a writer responsible for over 3000 magazine appearances and a near-ubiquity in literary magazines for over thirty years. Steve is Britain’s most widely published poet, and one of the world’s top ten most frequently published, too. 

Steve Sneyd, Britain’s most widely published poet.  Wow!  He was a most unique and special person, an intensely creative and wide-ranging intellect, and, in my memory at least, a wonderfully gentle soul.  Surely we who shared our three years with him at Deerfield were fortunate to know him, and greatly enriched by having known him.  May he rest in peace.  Ha, I can’t help but think he’s somewhere opining on heavenly possibilities and furiously scribbling words and drawings on whatever medium is handy.
