INTRO


With time and age, memories often will slowly make revelations.  Nearly all people harbor memories of unpleasantries from the past, but upon reflection realizations make evident misunderstandings that may have tainted our perceptions.  The speaker in "Those Winter Sundays" undergoes such a reflection that leads to some realizations about his relationship with his father regarding the sacrifices he made for his family. He recognizes that his father expressed his love through actions instead of words, and he did not understand the nature of this love when he was young.  With time, how much time is not made explicitly clear, the son comes to recognize that what he mistook for anger and aloofness was in fact a commitment of loyalty and dedication.  In "Those Winter Sundays," Robert Hayden explores though imagery, syntax, and personification the realizations of a man who comes to recognize the nature of his father's familial loyalty.
The speaker realizes with perhaps a suddenness that he never appreciated or even understood his father's actions.  While Hayden does not identify the catalyst for the speaker's realization, much of the language articulates a startled sense the speaker experiences as he considers his father's sacrifices.  The first stanza describes the father rising early on a Sunday before the rest of his family "in the blue-black cold…" (line 2).  The imagery clearly depicts an uninviting atmosphere  of frigid climate that is not hospitable to a domestic climate.  Heating the home with heat from wood is a method that requires more labor of the speaker's father than would the mere turning of a thermostat.  However, this is work the father undertakes so that no one else will have to do so and so that the house will be warm when his family rises.  The father's hands are also describes as being "cracked" (line 3) and as "ach[ing]" (line 3), and accentuating the degree of his sacrifice.  The stanza finally concludes with one terse line: "No one ever thanked him" (line 4).  By pairing a short, declarative sentence with a long opening sentence, Hayden illustrates through syntax the speakers startled realization of his father's sacrifices, but the diction and syntax do not articulate the emotional nature of those sacrifices.

Hayden establishes that the speaker is raised in a home rife with domestic hostility, one that is likely not overflowing with direct affirmations of  love.  However, the speaker's reflection suggests that he recognizes that his father was unable to verbalize his feelings and that his outward hostilities were not a proper reflection of his true feelings.  The speaker describes a gesture his father makes when he "polished my good shoes" (line 12).  This is  clearly a non-verbal gesture in a house with "chronic angers" (line 9).  Through personification, Hayden establishes that the speaker's childhood home was one of hostility and stifled communication.  This memory also, though, suggests the speaker recognizes this gesture as an expression of love.  Where such expressions could not be verbalized directly, communications of love were, evidently, conveyed via actions instead of words.

With the description of the son rising hesitantly and father and son not speaking directly to each other, Hayden establishes an emotional distance between the two.  Hayden depicts the setting as an indirectly hostile one, one in which the two characters do not communicate effectively.  This contributes to the emotional distance between the two and likely the family as a whole.  As a result, one can infer that the son was unable to construct a proper perception of what love is supposed to be because the two prove unable to express their thoughts of kindness and appreciation.  The nature of the speaker's realization  suggests that he is now perhaps several years removed from his childhood, and Hayden's word choice in the final line of the poem that describe the speaker's perception of love as "austere" and "lonely" that lives in "offices," an environment that is inherently less personal than a home firmly establishes the speaker's childhood home as one that could not nurture a fully open love.

 
The poem's penultimate line poses the question "What did I know.  What did I know" (line 13).  Hayden's use of repetition of this tersely phrased question announces the speaker's realization that he neither appreciated nor understood his father or the way that his father loved him.  He now recognizes his father's true nature—a nature that did show love albeit a non-verbalized love, but his nature was also a distant one.  

In conclusion, "Those Winter Sundays" explores a man coming to terms with his relationship he had with his father when he was young.  The man seems surprised to find later in life that his father's outward demeanor was not what he had dismissed at the time: cold, uncaring, and distant simply because the two were at loggerheads.  Hayden deftly and efficiently explores through economic word choice the subtle realizations the speaker makes that reveals the distant atmosphere in which this family lives for many years.  Through the likely hindsight of age, the speaker is able to recognize the unique way his father loved him.  The poem stands as an exquisite example of verbal parsimony that reveals a complex perspective on a family dynamic.
