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Clashes and Collisions 

'Poetry is what in a poem makes you laugh, cry, prickle, be silent, makes your toe nails 
twinkle, makes you want to do this or that or nothing, makes you know that you are 

alone in the unknown world, that your bliss and suffering is forever shared and forever all 
your own.' – Dylan Thomas 

Conflict is at the heart of literature: challenges exist in the 

way of the individual achieving their goal, whether that 
conflict is internal or external. This anthology focuses on 
different kinds of conflict: war, relationships, social class, 
race, and conflicting ideas about society - how we want to 
live our lives. 

How do I read a poem? 

'There are three things, after all, that a poem must reach: the eye, the ear, and what we 
may call the heart or the mind. It is most important of all to reach the heart of the 

reader.' – Robert Frost 

The very first thing that a poem will do is to make you feel something. That ‘something’ 

may be joy, sadness, frustration, pity – even confusion – but the important thing is that it 

makes a connection. It may take several readings to make that connection, but that’s OK. 

The results we get from spending time with a poem is worth the hard work.   

Once you have decided what a poem makes you feel, you then need to work out how. 

What methods (devices and techniques) does the poet use to make you feel that way: 

what do they do on purpose to create meaning for you and have that particular effect? 

That is when you can start to analyse – but the feeling and the connection has to come 

first. And don’t lose that as you start to explore: your personal interpretation and reading 

is always the most important. 

 

'I wish our clever young poets would remember my homely definitions of prose and 
poetry; that is prose; words in their best order; - poetry; the best words in the best order.' 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge 

 

To make a start you may want to read the poem out loud – and read to the punctuation 

rather than to the end of the line that you see on the page. Reading out loud helps you to 

recognise the rhythm, or the beat, through the words; where the poet has used the 

structure of the poem to emphasise certain words. Then you can think about: 

 the images created by the poet: what do you see, what can you hear, smell or 

taste? Can you feel the chill of winter on your skin?  



 What words stand out for you – are there some words that surprise you?  

 Are there any words or ideas that are repeated, is there any sort of rhyme?  

 How does the poem begin and end?  

 Is there any conflict or opposites happening in the poem?  

 Is there a narrative (story) or is the poet writing about a single moment? 

 How does the visual layout of the poem relate to what it is about? 

In short: ‘how do the methods used by the poets link to meaning and effects?’ 

 

Keep asking yourself questions – and not just the questions 

above - and then look to the poem for the answers. Even if 

you don’t find all the answers there, it’s good to look 

because you don’t know what else you will find. And, you 

never know, a few days later that unanswered question may 

reveal itself to you. 

 

Think creatively and flexibly – understand that we all respond to poetry differently, 

depending on our mood, our experiences and even the physical context of our reading 

(where we are reading the poem and for what purpose). Keep an open mind – there is no 

‘perfect’ answer, just explore. 

 

Reading poetry is about experiencing the world in a different way. It’s about discovering 

somebody else’s thoughts and ideas; sharing their view of the world and everything in it. 

Sometimes you may read a poem and think ‘that’s it’! You have a sudden realisation, or 

epiphany, that somebody else has managed to put into words the way that you feel.  

With poetry you are never alone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Meta-language –- language about language: 
the words we use to discuss poetry and 

explore how it works for us 

 

You do not have to memorise these terms, you may not even use many of them, but this is a 
handy reference point for you during your study of poetry, both in class and independently. 

Allegory: a metaphor that weaves its way through a whole poem where objects, persons and 
actions stand for another meaning 

Alliteration: when words which begin with the same sound are placed close to each other 

Allusion: when a poem makes a reference to a well-known historical or literary figure or event 

Anaphora: the repetition of the same word or group of words at the beginning of successive 
clauses 

Antithesis: the use of balanced opposites 

Assonance: the repetition of vowel sounds within words    

Aubade: a poem about the morning 

Blank verse: a verse that has no rhyme, but does have a regular meter/rhythm (iambic 
pentameter) – very similar to the way we speak in English 

Cadence: the sound, or musical elements of a poem that help it to sound different from prose 
such as a line speeding up or slowing down 
 
Caesura: the word for a ‘pause’ in poetry. This can be done with punctuation, or without through 
the natural rhythm of the lines 

Conceit: an extended metaphor which can span several lines or a whole poem 

Connotation: the associations a word brings up; the suggestive meaning of a word 

Consonance: the repetition of consonant sounds within or at the end of words   

Context: the setting of the poem; also the influences on the writer (historical etc.) 

Denotation: the literal meaning of a word – the ‘dictionary’ definition 

Dramatic Monologue: a poem written in the voice of a distinct character 

Elegy: a poem mourning for a dead person 

Elision: the omission (missing out) of a sound to preserve the meter of a line of poetry eg. o’er = 
over; ne’er = never 

Enjambment: when a phrase carries over a line-break or stanza without a major pause 

Free verse: where a poem has no regular meter or rhyme scheme 

Half rhyme: when 2 words almost rhyme but not quite eg door and dear 

Hyperbole: (pronounced hi-per-bow-lee) over-exaggeration 

https://highered.mheducation.com/sites/0072405228/student_view0/poetic_glossary.html#meter


Iambic pentameter: the most common rhythm in English poetry, it is a rhythmic pattern (meter) 
consisting of 5 (penta) lots of short syllables followed by long syllables (iambs): it sounds like 5 
heartbeats – da-DUM, da-DUM, da-DUM, da-DUM, da-DUM 

Imagery: intense, vivid, descriptive language that triggers our senses and memories when read 

Irony: saying one thing while meaning another 

Litotes: (pronounced lie-toe-tees) a deliberate understatement to emphasise something eg. he’s 
not the tidiest person I know = he’s messy 

Lyric: an emotional, personal poem 

Metaphor: when one thing is described as being another thing (‘My teacher’s a nightmare!’) 

Metonymy: figure of speech where a thing is not referred to by its own name, but something 
closely associated eg. Downing Street said instead of representatives of the Prime Minister said 

Motif: a repeated image or pattern of language 

Octave: an 8 line stanza 

Ode: a poem written in praise or celebration of something 

Onomatopoeia: a word that resembles the sound it represents 

Oxymoron: two words that seem to be the opposite of one another eg. Loving hate 

Paradox: a contradictory statement 

Parallelism: the similar structure in a pair or series of related words, phrases or clauses 

Pastoral: a poem about nature, or simple, country life 

Pathetic Fallacy: where human feelings are given to nature or animals 

Personification: where human qualities or characteristics are given to non-living objects 

Plosive: sounds such as ‘p’, ‘b’ and ‘t’ sounds 

Pun: a play on words 

Quatrain: a stanza with 4 lines 

Refrain: like a chorus - a regularly recurring phrase or verse, usually at the end of a stanza 

Register: the type or style of words used – formal, informal, slang etc. 

Rhetorical question: a question where no direct answer is expected 

Rhyming couplet: a pair of lines that rhyme 

Semantic field: where a poem (or any text) has a topic or subject that a group of words relate to. 
Eg heart, flower, music, passion - the semantic field would most likely be considered 'love' 

Sestet: a 6 line stanza 

Setting: the time and place of a poem, or text 

Sibilance: the ‘s’ sound 

Simile: where one thing is directly compared to another – usually using like or as 



Sonnet: a traditional sonnet has 14 lines written in iambic pentameter with a regular rhyme 
scheme and a turn (something changes or the poem takes a different direction) at the beginning 
of the 9th line. Popularised by Shakespeare, but originated in Italy with a poet named Petrarch 

Speaker: the voice behind the poem. Even if the poem is autobiographical, the poet is 
constructing a voice through which to speak the words he/she has chosen 
 
Stanza: a group of lines in a poem 
 
Symbol: a thing that stands for or represents something else  
 
Synecdoche: (pronounced sin-eck-doe-key) a figure of speech where a part of something 
represents the whole eg: can you hear the strings in the orchestra? Meaning can you hear the 
violins, cellos, double bass?  

Synaesthesia:  where one sensory impression is described in terms of a different sense eg green 
thought or he wore a loud yellow shirt 

Syntax: the order of words in a sentence; also, the order of ideas or topics in a poem 

Tercet: a 3 line stanza 

Theme: the general idea within a poem 

Tone: the implied attitude of a writer towards the subject 

Volta: the ‘turn’ in a sonnet from the octave to the sestet 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Parade’s End (2007) 
 

Dad parked our Granada, a champagne-gold 

by our superstore on Blackstock Road, 

my brother’s eyes scanning the men 

who scraped the pavement frost to the dole, 

one ‘got on his bike’ over the hill 

or the few who warmed us a thumbs-up 

for the polished recovery of our re-sprayed car. 

 

Council mums at our meat display 

nestled against a pane with white trays 

swilling kidneys, liver and a sandy block 

of corned beef, loud enough about the way 

darkies from down south Come op ta 

Yorksha, mekkin claaims on aut theh can 

befoh buggrin off in theh flash caahs! 

 

At nine, we left the emptied till open, 

clicked the dials of the safe.  Bolted 

two metal bars across the back door 

(with a new lock).  Spread trolleys 

at ends of the darkened aisles.  Then we pressed 

the code for the caged alarm and rushed 

the precinct to check it was throbbing red. 

Daljit Nagra (b.1966) 

Nagra was born in England to Sikh Punjabi parents, and is an 
English teacher. He published his first collection of poetry in 2007 
and became the first poet in residence at BBC Radio 4 in 2015. 



 

Thundering down the graffiti of shutters 

against the valley of high-rise flats. 

Ready for the getaway to our cul-de-sac’d  

semi-detached, until we stood stock-still: 

watching the car-skin pucker, bubbling smarts 

of acid.  In the unstoppable pub-roar 

from the John O’Gaunt across the forecourt 

 

We returned up to the shop, lifted a shutter, 

queued at the sink, walked down again. 

Three of us, each carrying pans of cold water. 

Then we swept away the bonnet-leaves 

from gold to the brown of our former colour. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘It wasn’t until the age of 19 that I first picked up a book of poems. It was William Blake’s simple yet 
complex Songs of Innocence and Experience which awoke me to the power of poetry. It inspired me to 
study for A levels, including English Literature, at evening classes.’ – Daljit Nagra 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Education for Leisure (1985) 

 

Today I am going to kill something. Anything. 

I have had enough of being ignored and today 

I am going to play God. It is an ordinary day, 

a sort of grey with boredom stirring in the streets. 

I squash a fly against the window with my thumb. 

We did that at school. Shakespeare. It was in 

another language and now the fly is in another language. 

I breathe out talent on the glass to write my name. 

I am a genius. I could be anything at all, with half 

the chance. But today I am going to change the world. 

Something’s world. The cat avoids me. The cat 

knows I am a genius, and has hidden itself. 

I pour the goldfish down the bog. I pull the chain. 

I see that it is good. The budgie is panicking. 

Once a fortnight, I walk the two miles into town 

for signing on. They don’t appreciate my autograph. 

There is nothing left to kill. I dial the radio 

and tell the man he’s talking to a superstar. 

He cuts me off. I get our bread-knife and go out. 

The pavements glitter suddenly. I touch your arm. 

 

 

"I'm not interested, as a poet, in words like 'plash' - Seamus Heaney words, interesting words. I like to use 
simple words but in a complicated way." - Duffy  

Dame Carol Ann Duffy (b.1955) 

Duffy is a Scottish poet and playwright. She is Professor of 
Contemporary Poetry at Manchester Metropolitan University, and 
was appointed Britain's Poet Laureate in May 2009. She is the first 
woman, the first Scot, and the first openly LGBT person to hold the 
position.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manchester_Metropolitan_University
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poet_Laureate_of_the_United_Kingdom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/LGBT


 

 

 

 

 

       Our Sharpeville (1995) 
I was playing hopscotch on the slate 

when miners roared past in lorries, 

their arms raised, signals at a crossing, 

their chanting foreign and familiar, 

like the call and answer of road gangs 

across the veld, building hot arteries 

from the heart of the Transvaal mine. 

 

I ran to the gate to watch them pass. 

And it seemed like a great caravan 

10 moving across the desert to an oasis 

I remembered from my Sunday School book: 

olive trees, a deep jade pool, 

men resting in clusters after a long journey, 

the danger of the mission still around them 

and night falling, its silver stars just like the ones 

you got for remembering your Bible texts. 

 

Then my grandmother called from behind the front door, 

her voice a stiff broom over the steps: 

‘Come inside; they do things to little girls.’ 

 

 

Ingrid de Kok (b.1951) 

de Kok was born in Johannesburg. Her poetry often explores the 
history of suffering and discrimination during Apartheid in South 
Africa. 

 



For it was noon, and there was no jade pool. 

Instead, a pool of blood that already had a living name 

and grew like a shadow as the day lengthened. 

The dead, buried in voices that reached even my gate, 

the chanting men on the ambushed trucks, 

these were not heroes in my town, 

but maulers of children, 

doing things that had to remain nameless. 

And our Sharpeville was this fearful thing 

that might tempt us across the wellswept streets. 

 

If I had turned I would have seen 

brocade curtains drawn tightly across sheer net ones, 

known there were eyes behind both, 

heard the dogs pacing in the locked yard next door. 

But, walking backwards, all I felt was shame, 

at being a girl, at having been found at the gate, 

at having heard my grandmother lie 

and at my fear her lie might be true. 

Walking backwards, called back, 

I returned to the closed rooms, home. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"I think the poet's responsibility is to write a good poem. It's a social responsibility as well as an individual 
responsibility…I think that's how you respect your readership, engage with your community, make a 
contribution—by doing your best piece of work." – Ingrid de Kok 



 

 

 

 

 

Catrin (1978) 
 

I can remember you, child, 

As I stood in a hot, white 

Room at the window watching 

The people and cars taking 

Turn at the traffic lights. 

I can remember you, our first 

Fierce confrontation, the tight 

Red rope of love which we both 

Fought over. It was a square 

Environmental blank, disinfected 

Of paintings or toys. I wrote 

All over the walls with my 

Words, coloured the clean squares 

With the wild, tender circles 

Of our struggle to become 

Separate. We want, we shouted, 

To be two, to be ourselves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Neither won nor lost the struggle 

In the glass tank clouded with feelings 

Which changed us both. Still I am 

fighting 

You off, as you stand there 

With your straight, strong, long 

Brown hair and your rosy, 

Defiant glare, bringing up 

From the heart’s pool that old rope, 

Tightening about my life, 

Trailing love and conflict, 

As you ask may you skate 

In the dark, for one more hour.

 

 

 

“I did sort of want to annoy my mother by learning Welsh. I did love her dearly, but she was annoying. But 
it was also a greed for language. I’m a writer, I want all the words in the world.” - Gillian Clarke 

Gillian Clarke (b.1937) 

Clarke was born in Cardiff and was the National poet for Wales 
from 2008-2016. She was awarded the Queen’s Gold medal for 
Poetry in 2010 and the Wilfred Owen Award in 2012. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

August 6, 1945 (1987) 
 

In the Enola Gay 

five minutes before impact 

he whistles a dry tune 

 

Later he will say 

that the whole blooming sky 

went up like an apricot ice. 

Later he will laugh and tremble 

at such a surrender, for the eye 

of his belly saw Marilyn’s skirts 

fly over her head for ever 

 

On the river bank, 

bees drizzle over 

hot white rhododendrons 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Later she will walk 

the dust, a scarlet girl 

with her whole stripped skin 

at her heel, stuck like an old 

shoe sole or mermaid’s tail 

 

 

Later she will lie down 

in the flecked black ash 

where the people are become 

as lizards or salamanders 

and, blinded, she will complain: 

Mother you are late, so late 

 

Later in dreams he will look 

down shrieking and see 

   ladybirds 

   ladybirds 

Alison Fell (b.1944) 

Novelist and poet, Fell was born in Dumfries and studied at Edinburgh 
College of Art, before moving to London in 1970 where she established the 
feminist theatre group Monstrous Regiment. 

 

“I made up my mind then that the 
morality of dropping that bomb was not 
my business. I was instructed to perform 
a military mission to drop the bomb. 
That was the thing that I was going to do 
the best of my ability…You have got to 
leave the moral issue out of it.” – Paul 
Tibbets, Pilot of the Enola Gay 

 



 

 

 

 

Conscientious Objector (1934) 
 

I shall die, but that is all that I shall do for Death. 

 

I hear him leading his horse out of the stall; I hear 

 the clatter on the barn-floor. 

He is in haste; he has business in Cuba, business in the 

 Balkans, many calls to make this morning. 

But I will not hold the bridle while he cinches the girth. 

And he may mount by himself; I will not give him a leg up. 

 

Though he flick my shoulders with his whip, I will not 

 tell him which way the fox ran. 

With his hoof on my breast, I will not tell him where the 

 black boy hides in the swamp. 

I shall die, but that is all that I shall do for Death; I am 

 not on his pay-roll. 

 

I will not tell him the whereabouts of my friends nor of 

 my enemies either. 

Though he promises me much, I will not map him the 

 route to any man’s door. 

 

 

“I am glad that I paid so little attention to good advice; had I abided by it I might have been saved from 
some of my most valuable mistakes.” – Edna St Vincent Millay 
 

Edna St. Vincent Millay (1892-1950) 

Millay was an American poet, winning the Pulitzer Prize in 1923. In 
2015, she was named by Equality Forum as one of their 31 Icons of 
the 2015 LGBT History Month. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/LGBT_History_Month


 

 

 

 

 

Invasion (2004) 
Soon they will come. First we will hear 

the sound of their boots approaching at dawn 

then they’ll appear through the mist. 

 

In their death-bringing uniforms 

they will march towards our homes 

their guns and tanks pointing forward. 

 

They will be confronted by young men 

with rusty guns and boiling blood. 

These are our young men 

who took their short-lived freedom for granted. 

 

We will lose this war, and blood 

will cover our roads, mix with our 

drinking water, it will creep into our dreams. 

 

Keep your head down and stay in doors – 

we’ve lost this war before it has begun. 

 

 

“When I started writing in English I wrote a lot of angry poetry, emotional poetry. I never published it, 
because I think there is a difference between emotional poetry and poetry informed by emotion. If 
somebody is shouting in your face, even if they have a point, you’re less likely to listen to them. 
Tranquillity and simplicity: sometimes they bring the horrors back better.” – Choman Hardi 

Choman Hardi (b.1974) 

Hardi was born in Iraqi Kurdistan but her family fled in 1988 when Saddam 
Hussein’s forces attacked the Kurds with chemical weapons. In 1993, Hardi was 
granted refugee status in England where she went on to study Psychology & 
Philosophy and completed doctoral research on the mental health of Kurdish 
women refugees. She began writing poetry when she was 20. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

A Poison Tree (1794) 
I was angry with my friend: 

I told my wrath, my wrath did end. 

I was angry with my foe: 

I told it not, my wrath did grow. 

 

And I water’d it in fears, 

Night and morning with my tears; 

And I sunned it with smiles, 

And with soft deceitful wiles. 

 

And it grew both day and night, 

Till it bore an apple bright; 

And my foe beheld it shine, 

And he knew that it was mine, 

 

And into my garden stole 

When the night had veil’d the pole: 

In the morning glad I see 

My foe outstretch’d beneath the tree. 

 

“Sometimes we find a poet, or a painter, or a musician who functions like a key that unlocks a part of 
ourselves we never knew was there. Something awakes that was asleep, doors open that were closed, lights 
come on in all the windows of a palace inside us, the existence of which we never suspected. So it was with 
me in the early 1960s, at the age of 16, with William Blake.” – Philip Pullman 

William Blake (1757-1827) 

Blake lived in London for most of his life and was a poet, painter and print-
maker. He was not particularly recognised during his lifetime – he was 
thought of as quite eccentric by his contemporaries – but interest in his work 
was revived forty years after his death with a biography by Alexander Gilchrist. 
He is now considered a major figure of the Romantic movement. 

https://www.theguardian.com/culture/william-blake


 

 

 

 

The Man He Killed (1902) 
 

‘Had he and I but met 

By some old ancient inn, 

We should have sat us down to wet 

Right many a nipperkin! 

 

‘But ranged as infantry, 

And staring face to face, 

I shot at him as he at me, 

And killed him in his place. 

 

‘I shot him dead because – 

Because he was my foe, 

Just so: my foe of course he was; 

That’s clear enough; although 

 

‘He thought he’d ‘list, perhaps, 

Off-hand like – just as I – 

Was out of work – had sold his traps – 

No other reason why. 

 

 

 

Thomas Hardy (1840-1928) 

Hardy is probably best known as a novelist, having written, most famously 
‘Tess of the D’Urbervilles’ and ‘Far from the Madding Crowd,’ but he would 
have called himself a poet, first and foremost. Hardy wrote a significant 
number of war poems and influenced Rupert Brooke and Siegfried Sassoon. 



‘Yes; quaint and curious war is! 

You shoot a fellow down 

You’d treat if met where any bar is, 

Or help to half-a-crown.’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Hardy has given us…a vision of the world and of man’s lot as they revealed themselves to a powerful 
imagination, a profound and poetic genius, a gentle and humane soul.” – Virginia Woolf 



 

 

 

 

 

Cousin Kate (1860) 

I WAS a cottage maiden     

Hardened by sun and air 

Contented with my cottage mates, 

Not mindful I was fair. 

Why did a great lord find me out, 

And praise my flaxen hair? 

Why did a great lord find me out, 

To fill my heart with care? 

 

He lured me to his palace home - 

Woe's me for joy thereof- 

To lead a shameless shameful life, 

His plaything and his love. 

He wore me like a silken knot, 

He changed me like a glove; 

So now I moan, an unclean thing, 

Who might have been a dove. 

 

O Lady kate, my cousin Kate, 

You grew more fair than I: 

He saw you at your father's gate, 

Chose you, and cast me by. 

He watched your steps along the lane, 

Your work among the rye; 

He lifted you from mean estate 

To sit with him on high. 

 

Christina Rossetti (1830-1894) 

Rossetti was one of four children from Italian/English parents – her brother 
was poet and artist Dante Gabriel one of the founders of the Pre-Raphaelite 
Brotherhood. Rossetti had written 50 poems by the age of 16 and her best-
known work, Goblin Market and Other Poems, was published in 1862.  



Because you were so good and pure 

He bound you with his ring: 

The neighbors call you good and pure, 

Call me an outcast thing. 

Even so I sit and howl in dust, 

You sit in gold and sing: 

Now which of us has tenderer heart? 

You had the stronger wing. 

 

O cousin Kate, my love was true, 

Your love was writ in sand: 

If he had fooled not me but you, 

If you stood where I stand, 

He'd not have won me with his love 

Nor bought me with his land; 

I would have spit into his face 

And not have taken his hand. 

 

Yet I've a gift you have not got, 

And seem not like to get: 

For all your clothes and wedding-ring 

I've little doubt you fret. 

My fair-haired son, my shame, my pride, 

Cling closer, closer yet: 

Your father would give his lands for one 

To wear his coronet. 

 

 

 

 

 

“You must not imagine, my dear girl, that your Aunt was always the 
calm and sedate person you now behold. I, too, had a very passionate 
temper; but I learnt to control it. On one occasion, being rebuked by 
my dear Mother for some fault, I seized upon a pair of scissors, and 
ripped up my arm to vent my wrath. I have learnt since to control my 
feelings—and no doubt you will!” – Rossetti gives advice to her niece 



 

 

 

 

 

  Half-caste (1996) 
 

Excuse me 

standing on one leg 

I’m half-caste. 

 

Explain yuself 

wha yu mean 

when yu say half-caste 

yu mean when Picasso 

mix red an green 

is a half-caste canvas? 

explain yuself 

wha yu mean 

when yu say half-caste 

yu mean when light an shadow 

mix in de sky 

is a half-caste weather? 

well in dat case 

england weather 

nearly always half-caste 

in fact some o dem cloud 

half-caste till dem overcast 

so spiteful dem don’t want de sun pass 

ah rass? 

explain yuself 

wha yu mean 

when yu say half-caste 

John Agard (b.1949) 

Agard is an Afro-Guyanese playwright, poet and children's writer, 
now living in Britain. In 2012, he was selected for the Queen's Gold 
Medal for Poetry  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Afro-Guyanese
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Playwright
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Queen%27s_Gold_Medal_for_Poetry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Queen%27s_Gold_Medal_for_Poetry


yu mean tchaikovsky 

sit down at dah piano 

an mix a black key 

wid a white key 

is a half-caste symphony? 

 

Explain yuself 

wha yu mean 

Ah listening to yu wid de keen 

half of mih ear 

Ah looking at yu wid de keen 

half of mih eye 

an when I’m introduced to yu 

I’m sure you’ll understand 

why I offer yu half-a-hand 

an when I sleep at night 

I close half-a-eye 

consequently when I dream 

I dream half-a-dream 

an when moon begin to glow 

I half-caste human being 

cast half-a-shadow 

but yu must come back tomorrow 

wid de whole of yu eye 

an de whole of yu ear 

an de whole of yu mind. 

 

an I will tell yu 

de other half 

of my story. 

 

 

“Humour breaks down boundaries, it topples our self-importance, it connects people, and because it 
engages and entertains, it ultimately enlightens.” – John Agard 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Belfast Confetti (1990) 

 

Suddenly as the riot squad moved in, it was raining exclamation marks, 

Nuts, bolts, nails, car keys. A fount of broken type. 

And the explosion 

Itself – an asterisk on the map. This hyphenated line, a burst of rapid fire … 

I was trying to complete a sentence in my head, but it kept stuttering, 

All the alleyways and side-streets blocked with stops and colons. 

 

I know this labyrinth so well – Balaclava, Raglan, Inkerman, Odessa Street – 

Why can’t I escape? Every move is punctuated. 

Crimea Street. Dead end again. 

A Saracen, Kremlin-2 mesh. Makrolon face-shields. 

Walkie-talkies. What is 

My name? Where am I coming from? Where am I 

going? A fusillade of question-marks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"I write in English, but the ghost of Irish hovers behind it; and English itself is full of ghostly presences," – 

Carson 

Ciaran Carson (b.1948) 

Carson was born in Belfast and has won may poetry prizes including the TS 
Eliot Prize in 1993. His work has often addressed the conflict in Northern 
Ireland and he was the Founding Director of the Seamus Heaney Centre at 
Queen's University, Belfast until his retirement in 2016. 



 

 

Alphabet of Slavery (c.1830s) 

A Is an AFRICAN torn from his home. 

B Is a BLOODHOUND to catch all that roam. 

C Is the COTTON PLANT Slaves pick and hoe. 

D  Is the DRIVER who makes their blood flow. 

E  Is for ENGLAND which Slaves long to see, 

 Her daughter, fair Canada, whither they flee. 

F  Is a FUGITIVE – hide him by day! 

 The North Star at midnight will show him the way. 

G Is for GAMBLER both drunken and wild, 

 Stakes money and bowie-knife, mother and child. 

H Is SLAVE HUNTER with horses and gun, 

 The ugliest monster that’s under the sun, 

I Is for INFANT at mother’s breast found, 

 Was sold at an auction one guinea a pound. 

J Is the JOURNEY when many slaves die, 

 Their grave the blue waters their shroud the blue sky. 

K Was a KIDNAP’ who stole a poor man, 

L  Was the LAWYER who joined in the plan, 

M Was the MERCHANT who bartered for gold, 

N The poor NEGRO like pig or horse sold. 

O  Is OHIO, the train starts from here 

Anon  

The Abolitionist movement (a large body of people who 
wanted to end the practice of slavery) used children’s games 
and rhymes to spread the message of the inhumanity of the 
slave trade. 



 Of that underground railway the slaveholder’s fear. 

P Are some PREACHERS with Slaves like the rest, 

 They buy them, then whip them, then pray to be blest. 

Q Stands for QUAKER, who helps the poor slave, 

 A hero of hero’s both peaceful and brave 

R Is the RICE SWAMP, a sickening place, 

 Where ague and fever soon finish the race. 

S Is for SUGAR – Slavegrown – and shrewd sages 

 Declare ‘twould be better if negroes had wages. 

T Is TOBACCO – I don’t like the weed – 

 To sow it and dress it the Negroes oft bleed. 

U Is that UNION of stripes and of stars, 

The Slaves get the stripes, yes! And plenty of scars. 

V Is VIRGINIA where Uncle Tom’s wife 

 With Children and home were the joy of his life. 

W Is for WHIP, which with paddle and chain, 

 Stocks, thumbscrews, and bell give them terrible pain. 

X Ends the REFLEX of every ones mind, 

 The better for all men when gentle and kind. 

Y Is for YOUTH and wherever you be 

Z ealously labour to set the Slaves free 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                        
“You may choose to look the other way but you can never say again that you did not know.”  
― William Wilberforce (1759-1833; English politician and leader of the movement to abolish the slave 
trade) 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/191362.William_Wilberforce


 

 

From Poems on the Slave Trade (1797) 

High in the air expos'd the Slave is hung  

To all the birds of Heaven, their living food!  

He groans not, tho' awaked by that fierce Sun  

New torturers live to drink their parent blood!  

He groans not, tho' the gorging Vulture tear  

The quivering fibre! hither gaze O ye  

Who tore this Man from Peace and Liberty!  

Gaze hither ye who weigh with scrupulous care  

The right and prudent; for beyond the grave  

There is another world! and call to mind,  

Ere your decrees proclaim to all mankind  

Murder is legalized, that there the Slave  

Before the Eternal, "thunder-tongued shall plead  

"Against the deep damnation of your deed." 

 

 

 

 

 

‘…this traffic will probably be abolished…by the just and general rebellion of the Negroes: by the vindictive 
justice of the Africans, or by the civilised Christians finding it in their interests to be humane.’ – Southey in 
the Preface to his poems 

Robert Southey (1774-1843) 

Southey was an English Romantic poet, probably overshadowed 
by Wordsworth and his brother-in-law Coleridge, but he was a 
prolific writer in both poetry and prose. He was a passionate 
speaker against the slave trade and wrote a series of sonnets to 
alert English society to the inhumanity of slavery. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Frederick Douglas (1966) 

 

When it is finally ours, this freedom, this liberty, this beautiful 

and terrible thing, needful to man as air,    

usable as earth; when it belongs at last to all,    

when it is truly instinct, brain matter, diastole, systole,    

reflex action; when it is finally won; when it is more    

than the gaudy mumbo jumbo of politicians:    

this man, this Douglass, this former slave, this Negro    

beaten to his knees, exiled, visioning a world    

where none is lonely, none hunted, alien,    

this man, superb in love and logic, this man    

shall be remembered. Oh, not with statues’ rhetoric,    

not with legends and poems and wreaths of bronze alone, 

but with the lives grown out of his life, the lives    

fleshing his dream of the beautiful, needful thing. 

 

 

 

 

 

"(Hayden’s poetry is) a real testament to craft, to vision, to complexity and historical consciousness, and to 
love and transcendence." – Michael S Harper (American poet)  

Robert Hayden (1913-1980) 

Hayden was an American poet, essayist, and educator. He served 
as Consultant in Poetry to the Library of Congress from 1976 to 
1978, a role today known as US Poet Laureate. He was the first 
African-American writer to hold the office. When studying for 
his Masters degree he was tutored by WH Auden. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Essayist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Educator
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consultant_in_Poetry_to_the_Library_of_Congress


 

 

No Problem (1996) 

 

I am not de problem    These conditions may affect me  

But I bare de brunt    As I get older, 

Of silly playground taunts   An I am positively sure 

An racist stunts,    I have no chips on me shoulders, 

I am not de problem    Black is not de problem 

I am a born academic    Mother country get it right 

But dey got me on de run   An juss fe de record 

Now I am branded athletic,   Sum of me best friends are white. 

I am not de problem 

If yu give I a chance 

I can teach yu of Timbuktu 

I can do more dan dance, 

I am not de problem 

I greet yu wid a smile 

Yu put me in a pigeon hole 

But I am versatile. 

 

 

 

“My life went off the rails, but I turned it round. I learned not to steal. I learned to be trustworthy. 
I learned to help other people.” – Benjamin Zephaniah 

Benjamin Zephaniah (b.1958) 

Zephaniah is a Birmingham born British poet and 
Rastafarian. He left school at 13 unable to read or write due 
to poor diagnosis of dyslexia, so taught himself through 
performance poetry. 



 

 

 

 

 

Flag (2004) 

What’s that fluttering in a breeze? 

It’s just a piece of cloth 

that brings a nation to its knees. 

 

What’s that unfurling from a pole? 

It’s just a piece of cloth 

that makes the guts of men grow bold. 

 

What’s that rising over a tent? 

It’s just a piece of cloth 

that dares the coward to relent. 

 

What’s that flying across a field? 

It’s just a piece of cloth 

that will outlive the blood you bleed. 

 

How can I possess such a cloth? 

Just ask for a flag my friend. 

Then blind your conscience to the end. 

 

 

“I’ve never been arrested by the police, or experienced any physical confrontations, as such, but any black 
person living in England would be deceiving themselves if they said they’d never experienced even just 
subtle racism – a changing in the tone of someone’s voice, for instance. The sooner we can face the fact that 
Western education is entrenched with preconceived notions of other societies, the better. It’s healthy and 
liberating to question those perceptions.” – John Agard in an interview with ‘The Telegraph’ in 2012 

John Agard (b.1949) 

Agard is an Afro-Guyanese playwright, poet and children's writer, 
now living in Britain. In 2012, he was selected for the Queen's Gold 
Medal for Poetry  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Afro-Guyanese
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Playwright
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Queen%27s_Gold_Medal_for_Poetry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Queen%27s_Gold_Medal_for_Poetry


 

 

 

 

Mametz Wood (2006) 
 
For years afterwards the farmers found them – 

the wasted young, turning up under their plough blades 

as they tended the land back into itself. 

 

A chit of bone, the china plate of a shoulder blade, 

the relic of a finger, the blown 

and broken bird’s egg of a skull, 

 

all mimicked now in flint, breaking blue in white 

across this field where they were told to walk, not run, 

towards the wood and its nesting machine guns. 

 

And even now the earth stands sentinel, 

reaching back into itself for reminders of what happened 

like a wound working a foreign body to the surface of the skin. 

This morning, twenty men buried in one long grave, 

 

a broken mosaic of bone linked arm in arm, 

their skeletons paused mid dance-macabre 

in boots that outlasted them, 

 

their socketed heads tilted back at an angle 

and their jaws, those that have them, dropped open. 

 

As if the notes they had sung 

have only now, with this unearthing, 

slipped from their absent tongues. 

 

 

"When I teach kids, one of the ways I get them enthused is to say, 'At the end of this workshop, whatever 
you write, however good you think it is, or not, from the same 26 letters that we all use all the time, you 
will have actually created something that has never existed before in the history of mankind.' And then they 
go, 'Aaahh...'" – Owen Sheers in a 2009 interview with the ‘Independent’. 

Owen Sheers (b.1974) 

Sheers was born in Fiji and raised in South Wales. He was the 
first poet in residence at the Welsh Rugby Union. In addition 
to poetry, Sheers has also written plays and a novel which is 
being adapted for film.  

http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/31933#eid9526248
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/176070#eid23617184
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/111744#eid38450868


 

 

 

 

The Yellow Palm (2008) 

As I made my way down Palestine Street 

I watched a funeral pass - 

all the women waving lilac stems 

around a coffin made of glass 

and the face of the man who lay within 

who had breathed a poison gas. 

 

As I made my way down Palestine Street 

I heard the call to prayer 

and I stopped at the door of the golden mosque 

to watch the faithful there 

but there was blood on the walls and the muezzin’s eyes                                                           

were wild with his despair. 

 

As I made my way down Palestine Street 

I met two blind beggars 

And into their hands I pressed my hands 

with a hundred black dinars; 

and their salutes were those of the Imperial Guard 

in the Mother of all Wars. 

 

 

 

Robert Minhinnick (b.1952.) 

Minhinnick is a Welsh poet and environmental campaigner, 
founding the charity ‘Friends of the Earth (Wales)’. He edits the 
International Quarterly, ‘Poetry Wales’. 



As I made my way down Palestine Street 

I smelled the wide Tigris, 

the river smell that lifts the air 

in a city such as this; 

but down on my head fell the barbarian sun 

that knows no armistice. 

 

As I made my way down Palestine Street 

I saw a Cruise missile, 

a slow and silver caravan                                                                                                                     

on its slow and silver mile, 

and a beggar child turned up his face 

and blessed it with a smile. 

 

As I made my way down Palestine Street 

under the yellow palms 

I saw their branches hung with yellow dates 

all sweeter than salaams, 

and when that same child reached up to touch, 

the fruit fell in his arms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘There’s no sign of this poem in my notebooks. I wrote it in my head and put it straight onto a 
computer…the songlike structure owes much to traditional ballads, also to poets such as Wordsworth, 
Coleridge, Keats, WH Auden and Charles Causley, and to song writers like Bob Dylan who took English and 
Scottish ballad structures and gave them fresh relevance.’ – Robert Minhinnick 



 

 

 

 

 

The Right Word (2006) 

 

Outside the door, 

lurking in the shadows, 

is a terrorist. 

Is that the wrong description? 

Outside that door, 

taking shelter in the shadows, 

is a freedom fighter. 

I haven’t got this right. 

Outside, waiting in the shadows, 

is a hostile militant. 

Are words no more 

than waving, wavering flags? 

Outside your door, 

watchful in the shadows, 

is a guerrilla warrior. 

God help me. 

Outside, defying every shadow, 

stands a martyr. 

I saw his face. 

 

Imtiaz Dharker (b.1954) 

Pakistani-born British Poet Imtiaz Dharker is fellow of the 
Royal Society of Literature and a prolific documentary maker. 
She won the Queen’s Gold Media for poetry in 2014 



No words can help me now. 

Just outside the door, 

lost in shadows, 

is a child who looks like mine. 

One word for you. 

Outside my door, 

his hand too steady, 

his eyes too hard 

is a boy who looks like your son, too. 

I open the door. 

Come in, I say. 

Come in and eat with us. 

The child steps in 

and carefully, at my door, 

takes off his shoes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Whether Imtiaz Dharker writes of exile, childhood, politics or grief, her clear-eyes attention brings each 
subject dazzlingly into focus. She makes it look easy, this clarity and economy, but it is her deft phrasing, 
wit and grace that create this immediacy…It is a moral force – a force for good and a force for change – 
that refuses to see the world as anything less personal than an extended village of near neighbours sharing in 
common struggles for how best to live.’ – Poet Laureate, Carol Ann Duffy 



 

 

 

 

 

 

At the Border, 1979 (2004) 

‘It is your last check-in point in this country!' 

We grabbed a drink - 

soon everything would taste different. 

 

The land under our feet continued 

divided by a thick iron chain. 

 

My sister put her leg across it. 

‘Look over here,' she said to us, 

‘my right leg is in this country 

and my left leg in the other.' 

The border guards told her off. 

 

My mother informed me: We are going home. 

She said that the roads are much cleaner 

the landscape is more beautiful 

and people are much kinder. 

 

Dozens of families waited in the rain. 

‘I can inhale home,' somebody said. 

Now our mothers were crying. I was five years old 

standing by the check-in point 

comparing both sides of the border. 

Choman Hardi  (b.1974) 

Hardi was born in Iraqi Kurdistan, the daughter of a poet. In 1975 her family 
fled to Iran but returned to Iraq after the 1979 amnesty. They were forced to 
move again in 1988. She arrived in the UK in 1993 as a refugee and studied 
psychology and philosophy. Her PhD focused on the effects of forced 
migration on the lives of Kurdish women from Iraq and Iran.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iraqi_Kurdistan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iran
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forced_migration
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forced_migration


 

 

The autumn soil continued on the other side 

with the same colour, the same texture. 

It rained on both sides of the chain. 

 

We waited while our papers were checked, 

our faces thoroughly inspected. 

Then the chain was removed to let us through. 

A man bent down and kissed his muddy homeland. 

The same chain of mountains encompassed all of us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Survivors carry the burden of telling the truth and making sure that period of history is recorded, this is a 
huge responsibility…they become eternal victims…some want to get on with their lives. Telling the truth is 
no easy business’ – Choman Hardi 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Base Details (1918) 
 

 

If I were fierce, and bald, and short of breath, 

     I’d live with scarlet Majors at the base, 

And speed glum heroes up the line to death. 

     You’d see me with my puffy petulant face, 

Guzzling and gulping in the best hotel, 

     Reading the Roll of Honour. ‘Poor young chap,’ 

I’d say—‘I used to know his father well. 

     Yes, we’ve lost heavily in this last scrap.’ 

And when the war was done and youth stone dead, 

I’d toddle safely home and die — in bed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘I am making this statement as an act of wilful defiance of military authority, because I believe that the War 
is being deliberately prolonged by those who have the power to end it…I believe that this War, on which I 
entered as a war of defence and liberation, has now become a war of aggression and conquest.’ – Siegfried 
Sassoon 

 

Siegfried Sassoon  (1886-1967) 

Sassoon is a celebrated poet and writer. He fought during the First 
World War (nicknamed ‘Mad Jack’) and was decorated for bravery. 
Nevertheless, the horrors of the trenches led him to reject war and he 
became a pacifist and was sent to Craiglockhart Hospital in Scotland 
for shell-shock. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Refugee Blues (1939) 

 

Say this city has ten million souls, 

Some are living in mansions, some are living in holes: 

Yet there's no place for us, my dear, yet there's no place for us. 

 

Once we had a country and we thought it fair, 

Look in the atlas and you'll find it there: 

We cannot go there now, my dear, we cannot go there now. 

 

In the village churchyard there grows an old yew, 

Every spring it blossoms anew: 

Old passports can't do that, my dear, old passports can't do that. 

 

The consul banged the table and said, 

"If you've got no passport you're officially dead": 

But we are still alive, my dear, but we are still alive. 

 

Went to a committee; they offered me a chair; 

Asked me politely to return next year: 

But where shall we go to-day, my dear, but where shall we go to-day? 

 

Came to a public meeting; the speaker got up and said; 

"If we let them in, they will steal our daily bread": 

He was talking of you and me, my dear, he was talking of you and me. 

WH Auden  (1907-1973) 

Auden was born in York, but moved to the United States in 1939. 
He won the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry in 1947. During his lifetime he 
was both controversial and influential, but his work became more 
widely known through film and popular media after his death. 



 

Thought I heard the thunder rumbling in the sky; 

It was Hitler over Europe, saying, "They must die": 

O we were in his mind, my dear, O we were in his mind. 

 

Saw a poodle in a jacket fastened with a pin, 

Saw a door opened and a cat let in: 

But they weren't German Jews, my dear, but they weren't German Jews. 

 

Went down the harbour and stood upon the quay, 

Saw the fish swimming as if they were free: 

Only ten feet away, my dear, only ten feet away. 

 

Walked through a wood, saw the birds in the trees; 

They had no politicians and sang at their ease: 

They weren't the human race, my dear, they weren't the human race. 

 

Dreamed I saw a building with a thousand floors, 

A thousand windows and a thousand doors: 

Not one of them was ours, my dear, not one of them was ours. 

 

Stood on a great plain in the falling snow; 

Ten thousand soldiers marched to and fro: 

Looking for you and me, my dear, looking for you and me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘We must love one another or die.’ – WH Auden 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

The Hero (1917) 

‘Jack fell as he’d have wished,’ the mother said, 

And folded up the letter that she’d read. 

‘The Colonel writes so nicely.’ Something broke 

In the tired voice that quavered to a choke. 

She half looked up. ‘We mothers are so proud 

Of our dead soldiers.’ Then her face was bowed. 

 Quietly the Brother Officer went out. 

He’d told the poor old dear some gallant lies 

That she would nourish all her days, no doubt 

For while he coughed and mumbled, her weak eyes 

Had shone with gentle triumph, brimmed with joy’ 

Because he’d been so brave, her glorious boy. 

 He thought how ‘Jack’, cold-footed, useless swine, 

Had panicked down the trench that night the mine 

Went up at Wicked Corner; how he’d tried 

To get sent home, and how, at last, he died, 

Blown to small bits. And no one seemed to care 

Except that lonely woman with white hair. 

 

 

 

 

‘Soldiers are dreamers; when the guns begin they think of firelit homes, clean beds and wives.’ – Siegfried 

Sassoon 

Siegfried Sassoon  (1886-1967) 

Sassoon is a celebrated poet and writer. He fought during the First 
World War (nicknamed ‘Mad Jack’) and was decorated for bravery. 
Nevertheless, the horrors of the trenches led him to reject war and he 
became a pacifist and was sent to Craiglockhart Hospital in Scotland 
for shell-shock. 



 

 

 

 

 

Vergissmeinnicht (1943) 

Three weeks gone and the combatants gone 

returning over the nightmare ground 

we found the place again, and found 

the soldier sprawling in the sun. 

 

The frowning barrel of his gun 

overshadowing. As we came on 

that day, he hit my tank with one 

like the entry of a demon. 

 

Look. Here in the gunpit spoil 

the dishonoured picture of his girl 

who has put: Steffi. Vergissmeinnicht. 

in a copybook gothic script. 

 

We see him almost with content, 

abased, and seeming to have paid 

and mocked at by his own equipment 

that's hard and good when he's decayed. 

 

But she would weep to see today 

how on his skin the swart flies move; 

the dust upon the paper eye 

and the burst stomach like a cave. 

 

For here the lover and killer are mingled 

who had one body and one heart. 

And death who had the soldier singled 

has done the lover mortal hurt.  

 

"I lived alone during the most formative years of my life, and during that time I lived on my imagination, 

which was so powerful as to persuade me that the things I imagined would come true." – Keith Douglas 

Keith Douglas  (1920-1944) 

Born in Surrey, Douglas’ poetry delved into the meaning of heroism, 
the fleetingness of youth and man’s mortality in wartime. He was 
obsessed by death, including his own. He did not believe he would 
survive the war. He was killed three days after landing at the D-Day 
invasion of Normandy. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Situational Awareness (2010) 

These past few weeks I’m more than just aware 

of where he is – I’m hypersensitive, 

stretched thin as a length of wire, a hair- 

trigger mechanism. Nothing can live 

near me. I twitch each time the telephone 

rings through the dark, so like a warning bell 

I want to run from it, escape the Green Zone 

of this house. Who said that war is hell? 

Well, waiting can be worse. Show me a guy 

shipped overseas, and I’ll show you a wife 

who sees disaster dropping from the sky. 

The ambush always comes, her husband’s life 

a road of booby traps and blind spots made 

to hide the rock, the shell, the thrown grenade. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

"In a military marriage, duty is first; everything else second.” – a military wife’s comment during interview  

Jehanne Dubrow  (b.1975) 

Dubrow, the daughter of American diplomats, was born in Italy and 
grew up in Yugoslavia, Zaire, Poland, Belgium, Austria and the US. 
She is an Associate Professor of Creative Writing at Washington 
College, Maryland; her husband is a serving officer in the US Navy. 



 

 

 

 

Frankincense (2014) 

 

The sweet gums live 

in silver, locked away 

in my vestry, till it comes time 

to fill the aisles, the cold 

high spaces with them. Even 

their names went to my head: 

resin and frankincense. 

 
No-one slept. The gunfire 

Started before dawn. I went 

To my church; prayed for the boys 

From our village; and for the firing 

Not to come any closer. 

 
About mid-morning, 

the King’s men nearly kicked 

the door in. They had carts 

piled high with wounded: all 

our people that weren’t dead, 

and they just left them. 

 
 

 

 

Sheenagh Pugh (b.1950) 

Pugh was born in Birmingham, lived in Cardiff and has now settled in 
Shetland. She is an active user of social media and often discusses her 
poems with readers.  

 



We laid them on pews, 

their skull wounds soaking 

into hassocks: all the bright colours 

drowned in one. Their moans echoed 

in song’s space, and each day 

the reek of festered flesh 

crept higher, further. 

 
They took them away 

after a week. Women set 

to scrubbing stone and wood, 

while I burned all the incense 

into sweet, dense smoke. 

 
Now again the clean 

empty, old-stone smell  

fills the walls. At epiphany, 

when I tell my flock the coming 

of the Magi, my guts clench 

on one word, the stench of suffering. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘I have been accused of being populist and too accessible, both of which I hope are true’ – Sheenagh Pugh 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Five Years (2018) 

My five years were the inverse of Bowie’s. 

Earth was fine, but I was dying. 

And the thing that I think you should know is 

I was dying I was dying I was dying. 

 

I went to school went home and died. 

Got up in the dark went back and died. 

I locked the bathroom, cut my hair off, died. 

Shaved the last sad tufts, walked out, and died. 

 

Was kissed by boys and froze, then died. 

Got pissed and stoned, got caught 

And went to court, then died. 

Turned down a bag of skag, survived: still died. 

 

Was perved at in the papers, died. 

Escaped to haunted pavements, died. 

Had several breakdowns pre-eighteen 

And still perfected dying in between. 

 

 

Claire Leavey   

Leavey is a poet who has been involved in organising performance 
poetry events, as well as contributing to #MeToo, a poetry 
anthology described as a ‘rallying against sexual assault and 
harrassment’ published in 2018. 



I daily died and died and died and died and 

died and died and died and died and died and 

then he died 

and then I lived. 

 

That’s all there is. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘The global primal scream of #MeToo helped the silent find their voices. We created a new solidarity 

through language. #MeToo was about us finding the words, finding their order and stringing them 

together. Finally our words mattered and people listened.’ Jess Philips, MP in the Forward to the #MeToo 

anthology  



 

 

 

 

 

 

The Sick Rose (1794) 
O Rose, thou art sick. 

The invisible worm 

Which flies in the night 

In the howling storm: 

 

Has found out thy bed 

Of crimson joy, 

And his dark secret love 

Does thy life destroy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘I have very little of Mr Blake’s company; he is always in Paradise.’ Catherine Boucher, Blake’s wife. On his 
deathbed, Blake drew a picture of Catherine as his last work, stating ‘you have ever been an angel to me.’ 

William Blake (1757-1827) 

Blake lived in London for most of his life and was a poet, painter and print-
maker. He was not particularly recognised during his lifetime – he was 
thought of as quite eccentric by his contemporaries – but interest in his work 
was revived forty years after his death with a biography by Alexander Gilchrist. 
He is now considered a major figure of the Romantic movement. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Spring (1920) 

 

To what purpose, April, do you return again?  

Beauty is not enough.  

You can no longer quiet me with the redness  

Of little leaves opening stickily.  

I know what I know.  

The sun is hot on my neck as I observe  

The spikes of the crocus.  

The smell of the earth is good.  

It is apparent that there is no death.  

But what does that signify?  

Not only under ground are the brains of men  

Eaten by maggots.  

Life in itself  

Is nothing,  

An empty cup, a flight of uncarpeted stairs.  

It is not enough that yearly, down this hill,  

April  

Comes like an idiot, babbling and strewing flowers. 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Miss Millay’s poems…deal, as poetry should deal, primarily with emotion; with the sense of tears and of 
laughter, in mortal things; with beauty and passion; with having and losing.’ – Mitchell Kennerley, 
Millay’s publisher 

Edna St. Vincent Millay (1892-1950) 

Millay was an American poet, winning the Pulitzer Prize in 1923. In 
2015, she was named by Equality Forum as one of their 31 Icons of 
the 2015 LGBT History Month. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/LGBT_History_Month


 

 

 

 

 

 

What Song the Sirens Sang (1996) 

 

I genuinely wanted them to come. 

It’s most important that you understand 

there was no malice in it. Only loss, 

each time, and every time the loss was mine. 

How could it have succeeded, otherwise? 

Who embraces death on the strength of some 

lukewarm invitation? No bald command, 

no whore’s cold patter gets a man to toss 

his life away. Accident, not design, 

flooded and burst their lungs; I sang no lies. 

 

I never lied. I told them what I’d done, 

each time. But who was listening to me? 

I pointed out my island’s grisly necklace 

of wave- washed bones; sometimes I even cried, 

sincerely, urgently, please, do not come! 

On the knife horizon, the evening sun 

slit his own throat and bled into the sea, 

while they, the foolish, fascinated reckless, 

jumped in to drown. I watched them as they died, 

praying to all the gods to stike me dumb. 

 

 

 

Eleanor Brown (b.1969) 

Brown grew up in Scotland and worked as a waitress, barmaid and 
legal secretary, spending some time living in a convent in France, 
before her first collection of poetry was published in 1997. She is 
currently Writing Fellow at the University of Strathclyde. 



You understand, I had a job to do. 

I did it very well – which doesn’t mean 

that I was ever satisfied. It was 

no joy to me to see what I desired 

struggle, fail, die, drift too late to my shore. 

Why should I bother saying this to you? 

Because in all my life I’ve never been 

Heard, when I warned ‘I’m trouble.’ Or because 

I want you not to come to me. I’m tired. 

I do not want to do this anymore. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Eleanor Brown seems as joyously drawn to her themes, and their expression, as music draws a dancer.’ - 
Stewart Conn, Scottish poet  



 

 

 

 

 

 

La Belle Dame Sans Merci (1819) 

O what can ail thee, knight-at-arms, 

Alone and palely loitering? 

The sedge has withered from the lake, 

And no birds sing. 

 

O what can ail thee, knight-at-arms, 

So haggard and so woe-begone? 

The squirrel’s granary is full, 

And the harvest’s done. 

 

I see a lily on thy brow, 

With anguish moist and fever-dew, 

And on thy cheeks a fading rose 

Fast withereth too. 

 

I met a lady in the meads, 

Full beautiful, a fairy’s child; 

Her hair was long, her foot was light, 

And her eyes were wild. 

 

I made a garland for her head, 

And bracelets too, and fragrant zone; 

She looked at me as she did love, 

And made sweet moan 

 

I set her on my pacing steed, 

And nothing else saw all day long, 

For sidelong would she bend, and sing 

A faery’s song. 

 

John Keats (1795-1821) 

Keats was an English Romantic poet and one of the main figures of the 
second generation of Romantic poets, along with Byron and  Shelley, 
despite his works having been in publication for only four years before his 
death from tuberculosis at age 25. Although his poems were not generally 
well received by critics during his lifetime, his reputation grew after his 
death, and by the end of the 19th century, he had become one of the 
most beloved of all English poets 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romanticism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lord_Byron
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Percy_Bysshe_Shelley
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tuberculosis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_poets


She found me roots of relish sweet, 

And honey wild, and manna-dew, 

And sure in language strange she said— 

‘I love thee true’. 

 

She took me to her Elfin grot, 

And there she wept and sighed full sore, 

And there I shut her wild, wild eyes 

With kisses four. 

 

And there she lullèd me asleep, 

And there I dreamed—Ah! woe betide!— 

The latest dream I ever dreamt 

On the cold hill side. 

 

I saw pale kings and princes too, 

Pale warriors, death-pale were they all; 

They cried—‘La Belle Dame sans Merci 

Hath thee in thrall!’ 

 

I saw their starved lips in the gloam, 

With horrid warning gapèd wide, 

And I awoke and found me here, 

On the cold hill’s side. 

 

And this is why I sojourn here, 

Alone and palely loitering, 

Though the sedge is withered from the lake, 

And no birds sing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘I have left no immortal work behind me – nothing to make my friends proud of my memory – but I have 
lov'd the principle of beauty in all things, and if I had had time I would have made myself remember'd. ‘ – 
Keats in an 1820 letter to his love, Fanny Brawne  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
At the Round Earth's Imagin'd Corners (1609) 

 
At the round earth's imagin'd corners, blow  

Your trumpets, angels, and arise, arise  

From death, you numberless infinities  

Of souls, and to your scatter'd bodies go;  

All whom the flood did, and fire shall o'erthrow,  

All whom war, dearth, age, agues, tyrannies,  

Despair, law, chance hath slain, and you whose eyes  

Shall behold God and never taste death's woe.  

But let them sleep, Lord, and me mourn a space,  

For if above all these my sins abound,  

'Tis late to ask abundance of thy grace  

When we are there; here on this lowly ground  

Teach me how to repent; for that's as good  

As if thou' hadst seal'd my pardon with thy blood. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Any man's death diminishes me, because I am involved in Mankind; And therefore never send to know for 
whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.’ – John Donne   

John Donne (1572-1631) 

Donne was an English poet and cleric in the Church of England - 
considered the pre-eminent representative of the metaphysical poets. 
Despite his education and poetic talents, he lived in poverty for several 
years, relying heavily on wealthy friends. He spent much of the money 
he inherited on womanising, literature, pastimes, and travel. In 1601, 
Donne secretly married Anne More, with whom he had twelve children. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clergy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Church_of_England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metaphysical_poets


 

 

 

 

 

Divorce (1994) 

I did not promise 

to stay with you till death do us part, or 

anything like that, 

so part I must, and quickly. There are things 

I cannot suffer 

any longer: Mother, you never, ever said 

a kind word 

or a thank-you for all the tedious chores I have done; 

Father, your breath 

smells like a camel’s and gives me the hump; 

all you ever say is: 

‘Are you off in the cream puff, Lady Muck?’ 

In this day and age? 

I would be better off in an orphanage. 

 

I want a divorce. 

There are parents in the world whose faces turn 

up to the light 

who speak in the soft murmur of rivers 

and never shout. 

There are parents who stroke their children’s cheeks 

in the dead of night 

and sing in the colourful voices of rainbows, 

red to blue. 

 

 

Jackie Kay (b.1961) 

Kay was born in Edinburgh to a Scottish mother and a Nigerian 
father. She was adopted by a white couple at birth and was brought up in 
Glasgow. Kay has been Salford University’s 'Writer in Residence' since 
2015. She was appointed Scottish Makar (Poet Laureate) in 2016. 

 



These parents are not you. I never chose you. 

You are rough and wild, 

I don’t want to be your child. All you do is shout 

and that’s not right. 

I will file for divorce in the morning at first light.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Writers give readers courage – the courage to be utterly your complete and complex self.’ – Jackie Kay 



 

 

 

 

 

The Barn (1966) 

Threshed Corn lay piled like grit of ivory 

Or solid as cement in two-lugged sacks. 

The musty dark hoarded an armoury 

Of farmyard implements, harness, plough-socks. 

 

The floor was mouse-grey, smooth, chilly concrete. 

There were no windows, just two narrow shafts 

Of gilded motes, crossing, from air-holes slit 

High in each gable. The one door meant no draughts 

 

All summer when the zinc burned like an oven. 

A scythe’s edge, a clean spade, a pitch-fork’s prongs: 

Slowly, bright objects formed when you went in. 

Then you felt cobwebs clogging up your lungs 

 

And scuttled fast into the sunlit yard. 

And into nights when bats were on the wing 

Over rafters of sleep, where bright eyes stared 

From piles of grain in corners, fierce, unblinking. 

 

The dark gulfed like a roof-space. I was chaff 

To be pecked up when birds shot through the air-slits. 

I lay face-down to shun the fear above. 

The two-lugged sacks moved in like great blind rats. 

Seamus Heaney (1939-2013) 

Heaney was a highly celebrated and respected Irish poet, playwright, 
translator and lecturer. He received the Nobel Prize in Literature in 
1995. 

 

‘My poetry journey into 
the wilderness of 
language was a journey 
where each point of 
arrival turned out to be a 
stepping stone rather 
than a destination’ – 
Seamus Heaney 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Purse (2014)           

In memory of Emily Wilding Davison, suffragette 1872-1913 

When I hold your purse in my hand –  

to catalogue your archive 

of school reports (glowing), 

annotated minutes 

militant with hope, 

a Derby pass, 

hate-mail hoping you die 

more painfully than Anmer 

(the King’s felled horse) 

And a flag folded against the grain 

To show its bloodstain –  

It fits in my palm like a paw. 

 

  Film reel shows you fly 

up from hooves like a scrap 

of matter. Your purse is warm 

as a thing just-caught. 

When I roll its clasp undone 

between index-finger and thumb 

it’s like stepping too sudden 

from the kerb 

into a traffic roar. 

Alice Kisby  

Kisby is an archivist who lives in Brighton. Her poems have been 
published in magazines and anthologies, winning several 
competitions along the way. 

 



 

  I lay it in a Perspex case 

flanked by what it last held. 

Your unused return. 

An outbound, its torn edge 

like fur under my finger.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘I did it deliberately and with all my power, because I felt that by nothing but the sacrifice of human life 
would the nation be brought to realise the horrible torture our women face! If I had succeeded I am sure 
that forcible feeding could not in all conscience have been resorted to again.’ – Emily Wilding Davison in a 
letter to a newspaper in 1912 explaining her actions following forced feeding in prison. She threw herself 
from one of the internal balconies of Holloway Prison. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Still I Rise (1978) 

 
You may write me down in history 

With your bitter, twisted lies, 

You may trod me in the very dirt 

But still, like dust, I'll rise. 

 

Does my sassiness upset you? 

Why are you beset with gloom? 

’Cause I walk like I've got oil wells 

Pumping in my living room. 

 

Just like moons and like suns, 

With the certainty of tides, 

Just like hopes springing high, 

Still I'll rise. 

 

Did you want to see me broken? 

Bowed head and lowered eyes? 

Shoulders falling down like teardrops, 

Weakened by my soulful cries? 

 

Does my haughtiness offend you? 

Don't you take it awful hard 

’Cause I laugh like I've got gold mines 

Diggin’ in my own backyard. 

 

You may shoot me with your words, 

You may cut me with your eyes, 

You may kill me with your hatefulness, 

But still, like air, I’ll rise. 

 

 

Maya Angelou (1928-2014) 

Angelou was an American poet, singer, memoirist, and civil rights 
activist. She published seven autobiographies, three books of essays, 
several books of poetry, and was credited with a list of plays, movies, and 
television shows spanning over 50 years. She received dozens of awards 
and more than 50 honorary degrees. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Civil_and_political_rights
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Civil_and_political_rights


Does my sexiness upset you? 

Does it come as a surprise 

That I dance like I've got diamonds 

At the meeting of my thighs? 

 

Out of the huts of history’s shame 

I rise 

Up from a past that’s rooted in pain 

I rise 

I'm a black ocean, leaping and wide, 

Welling and swelling I bear in the tide. 

 

Leaving behind nights of terror and fear 

I rise 

Into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear 

I rise 

Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave, 

I am the dream and the hope of the slave. 

I rise 

I rise 

I rise. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘All my work, my life, everything I do is about survival, not just bare, awful, plodding survival, but survival 
with grace and faith. While one may encounter many defeats, one must not be defeated.’ – Maya Angelou, 
1990 


