














“It was as if the voice of Larry Grogan, the poem’s

narrator, was in my head... the rhythm was in me
as the devil was in Jack!” Sheila Hillier PAGE 3

“Thanks for the memories”

As the Poetry Society celebrates its centenary year, members and medal winners offer personal
reminiscences about the lives and times they have contributed to the Society’s history

Up the bolshies!

Bill Pickard, probably the
Society’s longest serving
member, recalls the fall
of the old guard, for Pete
Armitage

ill Pickard, probably the Poetry
B Society’s longest-serving member,

is a tall man with a very long
cane. At the Society’s London office
he pulled the Alice-in-
Wonderland trick of making it seem a
rather dainty space. He was lofty as an
Old Testament prophet when I later met
him on the Southbank, as we made our
way into Andrew Motions Laureate
valedictory event.

recently,

Pickard must have cut a similarly
striking figure when he stepped up to
the Poetry Society’s offices in Portman
Square, W1, one late Friday afternoon
in 1947. Muriel Spark, the Society’s
General Secretary and editor of Poerry
Review, was busy with the last of the
day’s post. She took his application and

Sauvignon Blanc?
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immediately had him stuffing
envelopes. Some things never change.

Spark took a shine to him; others
didn’t. He was the wrong class, he was
too young and he had published and
sold a thousand copies of his first
collection, City Pages. (His boss, Sit
George Vernon Tate of Tate and Lyle,
had taken two hundred.) The Poetry
Society he encountered seemed to him
stuffed with aristocrats and dilettantes.

“I can’t remember what I paid but
I'm sure the fees were set in guineas;
such a snooty Society in those days,”
Pickard recalls. “I think Muriel was
relieved when I arrived because she had
been the one who stuck out like a sore
thumb. The old guard, as I regarded
them — Marie Stopes, that pompous
Robert Armstrong and so on — saw her as
a horrid upstart and me, 6° 27, 12-
stone, in my tailored suit, even more so.
What was a 17-year-old doing selling
all these copies when others had wasted
decades on their behinds and were yet
to publish? Fortunately Muriel and I had
thick skins. After all, her husband had a
shot at her and reputedly she had two
teeth knocked out by a board member
whose advances she rejected.”

There were divisions, he recalls,

TIFFANY TONDUT
YOUNG FEMALE SPECTATOR, circa 1890

At dinner his eyes run over me like gravy. Duck skin
crackles under the silver embracing of forks;
fragrant meat, soft as steam, slides off loose as silk in a heap.

My new mistress is kind but she likes to drink and talk
too much in petite banalités: “organic ovenware — the

newest in”.

He lingers, tilts his glass towards her and her mouth shrinks.
It seems she can't take his eyes off me.

Makes me think how hed first discovered me in the games

room.

Escapist animal, thrashing on my back —
paws pretending, plaits unpinned and the flouncing thwack

of a gay puppy’s tail, played up to by my taffeta tease.

‘Girl with a Pekinese Dog’, he might have called me,
were it not for his lacquer-cracked boots butting in on our

game,

my little friend cowering off and me, upright on my knees —
his iron-clad feet steaming red hues into my cheeks like

fillets of apple.

e

1 see youwve met Ana. My mistress finally concedes.
Poor neglected... couldn’t bear to leave without her.

Found her hanging in a barn. The artist must have known
who she was — I mean, it lacks interesting composition, but...

Wine rushes into his mouth; together our palettes burn.
How carefully he touches me with his eyes.
How we might embrace, could my locks only curl about

those fingers.

Bill Pickard

“between those for whom membership
was a matter of social kudos and those
who saw poetry as a vital literary
activity. Galloway Kyle, who founded
the Society and was Director until his
death in 1967 at ninety-two, was the
eminence grise and very much of the
‘social status’ brigade, says Pickard.
Readings had the feel of a performance
at a stately home that happened to be in

the centre of London. ‘Do come along
to our poetry reading!” it would say on
the invitations.” It is said that much of
the criticism that came Spark’s way was
because she had introduced fees for
Poetry  Review  contributors  and
promoted  professional poets, doing
away with the old system of grace and
favour.

Which isn’t to say that the Society
wasn’t fun. “There were,” Pickard says,
“some very interesting members: Mr
Christmas  Humphreys,  Europe’s
leading Buddhist and a stipendiary

magistrate, he was unique! Derek
Stanford — Muriel’s
academia — was very congenial, as
was Howard Sergeant, the editor of

Outposts  and  Muriel’s  ballroom-

dancing boyfriend.”

Pickard counted himself and Spark
among the ‘bolshies’, who also included
Dr Alex Comfort (later of The Joy of Sex
fame) and his friends, many of them
the leading radical poets of the 1940s.
George Woodcock’s anarchist group

entrée into

had its headquarters just around the
corner from the Poetry Society offices.
And Ps-and-Qs were not minded at all
the readings. Pickard saw Roy
Campbell physically attack Stephen

Spender on stage; “Drunk I think —
Roy generally was.”

Spark’s departure in 1949 led to
meetings outside the Society’s walls,
with Spark and her followers organising
readings in each others houses —
“Humphreys was very generous in
opening his house,” Pickard recalls.
History was with the exiles and the
Society’s move to 21 Earls Court Square
added to the pace of change.

“The Society began to open out:
‘Litcle Australia’, the area round Earls
Court, was packed with Australian poets
and writers who became involved in the
Society and changed the tenor of ig
Judith Wright was one, Peter Porter was
another. The membership became
notably younger. The old brigade never
regained power after that.”

The Poetry Society mirrored the
wider world, Pickard reflects. “It was
the war that set the changes in motion I
think. The class and
snobbishness of the pre-war period
were breaking down and the Poetry
Society was being transformed to0o0.”

system

Bill Pickard’s autobiography, Poet Luck,
A Memoir out of the Ordinary, is
published by Redcliffe Press.

Gilded verse

Romayne Forsyth’s 1955 poetry recital betrayed no effort

or anxiety with breathing, her examiner noted. It won

her a Poetry Society Gold Medal, she told Judith Palmer

CC erse speaking was an art
form,” explains Romayne
Forsyth. “You would take

lessons, practise, and enter examinations
would with a
instrument.” Forsyth took up verse
speaking as a young school-leaver in
Chiswick in the 1950s, following the
example of her mother Ella, who had won
a Poetry Society Bronze Medal in her
own youth. “First, you had to take the
adult  certificate.  Then you had
permission for the Bronze. Only if you
achieved a certain mark in the Silver, 80
per cent I think, could you move on for
the Gold,” she remembers.

“You can’t just be presented with a
poem and read it,” considers Forsyth.

as  you musical
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“How can you feel what you are saying if
you haven't learned the poem and can
get absolutely inside it?” Forsyth’s lessons
were taken with a certain Miss Ivy
Croucher, “a splendid woman, and quite
a mysterious person. No one knew very
much about her, though I saw her
appear on a television advertisement
once. She was about 50 but seemed
terribly old, bless her heart.” Over the
years, under Miss Croucher’s tuition,
Forsyth recited her way through the
grades, until finally at 6pm on 24 May,
1955, it was time for her Gold Medal
attempt.

Other medals were taken in private,
but the Gold was judged before a public
audience, Forsyth recalls. The
venue was a first floor drawing
room at 33 Portman Square
(close to  Selfridges), the
Society’s HQ until 1962. “It
was a very gracious house:
nothing modern about it. The
furniture was dark. It was all
beautiful. The whole thing

was rather like stepping back
into a period house.”

For her programme, she
had selected Shakespeare’s
‘Sonnet XXIX' (“When, in

Romayne Forsyth’s
Gold Medal and

(below) her
certificate

disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes)

and an extract from  Francis
Thompson’s mystic poem, “The Hound
of Heaven (T fled Him, down the
nights and down the days’). “Whole
effect positive and gave pleasure.
Beautiful. No effort.

concerned myself with your breathing,”

I never once

noted examiner Margaret Rawlings, as
she awarded Romayne Forsyth with
one of only three Gold Medals for
Excellence awarded that year. A
certificate followed swiftly, with a note
that ‘the medal may be claimed as soon
as the Government Restrictions on
Gold are removed’.

Forsyth often attended events at
Portman Square, particularly noting one
outstanding performance by Joyce
Grenfell. Gold medal winners, however,
were also very much in demand as
performers at the Society, where they
would be booked to read poems to
accompany lectures by visiting speakers.
Were they paid? “Indeed no! It was a
great honour,” Forsyth laughs.
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Loggerheads united

Alan Brownjohn, Chair of the Poetry Society
from 1982 to 1988, talked to Mike Sims about
turbulent times at the Society, and the peaceful
if penurious period that followed

he Poetry Society’s former

I home at 21 Farls Court
Square, had grand proportions

— “decent Victorian-Georgian stuff,”
recalls Alan Brownjohn — but it could
be a little down-at-heel.

‘A poet-colleague brought his
distinguished lady friend to a reading
one evening in the days when I was
Chairman and told me that the black
bin bags theyd encountered in the
hallway had left him feeling ashamed.”
He ponders the memory. “I could only
agree with him. Later, when I raised i,
I was told there were a hundred more
important things for underpaid staff to
do than tidy away bin bags. And there
were. But everything was done from
this platform of penury.”

When Brownjohn and his friend
and long-time colleague, George
Wightman, were elected to the General
Council of the Poetry Society in 1966,
they were seen as Young Turks. It was
hoped that they would help see off
criticism from the literary press that the
Society was irredeemably old-fashioned:
“out of the current swim, with its
crumbling premises and library full of
dusty  Georgian  poetry,”  says
Brownjohn. “In fact there were one or
two on the Council who were eager to
get in new blood and while, in many
ways, George and I found things that
seemed crazy and out-of-touch, we
respected this desire to recruit a
younger generation.”
natural

Brownjohn seems a

conciliator: considered, understated,
buct his lifelong participation in politics
(he was a Labour councillor and in
1964 stood, unsuccessfully, as a Labour
parliamentary candidate in Richmond,
Surrey) taught him how to withstand
trouble and in-fighting. “I was well
used to it. There is a saying that if
you've chaired a local Labour party, you
could chair the United Nations.”

These skills, along with the
constituency party experience of an
carlier Chair and colleague, Norman
Hidden, were to stand him in good stead
during the ‘poetry wars’ of the 1970s,
when the ‘mainstream’” and the ‘avant-
garde’ were to be fiercely at loggerheads.

Preoccupied with teaching and
writing, Brownjohn drifted away from
the Society during the late 1960s. He
subsequently found himself in the
unlucky role of intermediary during the
Arts
Council’s Literature Panel, he was asked,

‘wars. As a member of the
as a Poetry Society ‘insider’, to act as its
assessor; inevitably, he was treated with
suspicion by both sides. “I got on the
wrong side of the Arts Council for
putting the Society’s case and from
within the Society for representing the
Arts Council. People would go from
Society offices to the White House
Hotel next door for a drink after
meetings — it was quite fashionable,
Harold Pinter drank there — and there
would be this bristling atmosphere,
bordering on physical hazard.”

By contrast, Brownjohn’s tenure as
Chair of the Society, from 1982 to
1988, is a period he describes as
“peaceful if penniless”.

The Society still organised poetry
readings across the UK through the
National Poetry Secretariat, which was
funded by the regional arts boards and
run, with just one assistant, by the
redoubtable Pamela Clunies-Ross. If,
for example, a group in Suffolk wanted
Charles Causley to
Cornwall to read to them, this was set

come from
up and subsidized through the scheme.
“For a poet it was wonderful going out
on these travels. It put the Society at
the hub of national poetry activity but
left the inidative with small arts
organisations and venues up and down
the country.” Readings at 21 Earls Court
Square were regular and lively too,

Commemorative

75th anniversary

featuring every poet of note the Society
was able to invite.

Poetry Review, in the previous
decade the preserve of the avant-garde,
was doing well. Joint editors Mick
Imlah and Tracey Warr, and their
successor Andrew Motion, oversaw a
winning revamp from a cramped eyrie
on the fifth floor of the Earl’s Court
premises. Brownjohn had an “excellent,
good humoured and tireless” Director
in Brian Mitchell, and had inherited “a
very good staff” from his predecessor as
Chair, Clifford Simons.

Brownjohn’s chairmanship took in
the Society’s celebration of its 75th
anniversary in 1987 and that years
commemorative ‘Poetry Live” event at
the Albert Hall. This was not a success,
unlike Michael Horovitz’s fabled 1965
and 1966 events at the same venue. “In
1987, there was just not that sort of
gale blowing for poetry,” he says.

More positive were the ties that
developed with poets in other
countries, “thanks to Pamela’s amazing
skill at organising the finances”. There
were celebrations of Scottish, Welsh
and Irish poetry. A Finnish Poetry
Festival, with Claes Andersson and Bo
Carpelan, led on to a Swedish Poetry
Festival with Thomas Transtromer,
Gunnar Harding, Eva Runefeldt and
others. “Claes was a poet and jazz
pianist; he read and played. And Bo
was a very good reader and powerful
personality. An Isracli poetry event
with Yehuda Amichai and T. Carmi,
was followed by a Palestinian night
with Mahmoud Darwish...”

Did this growing internationalism
seem a good way to overcome the strife
of the previous decade, I asked. “Yes, I
think it did help answer the criticism of
the avant-garde. It gave us cheer. Poets
would come to 21 Earls Court Square
from the US, Eastern Europe and
Scandinavia, and say how much they
wished they had something like it. To
which I'd reply: ‘But you can’t get a
sandwich and there’s only a bar on
event nights. And theyd say, never
mind, you're not a vast outfit, but we
wish we, as writers like you, had a place
like this to meet up in our countries.”

Alan  Brownjohn’s  Collected Poems
(2006) is published by Enitharmon.

publications promoting
the Poetry Society’s

celebrations in 1987
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DENNIS STUKENBROEKER
COSTA

The clean smell of the local

next to him on the coast bus

the smell of cheap perfumed soap
applied in an inconvenient
bathroom with trickling cold water
in the early warm morning
before the bake heat of the day
before the trip to work in the
tourist hotel/café/shop
repetitious ritual

on service on duty

on a long shift long after

he’s forgotten the encounter

but in his languid afternoon

in tepid air conditioning

on the other side of the
table/bar/counter

he notes they do things
differently here.

HARRIET TORR
HOPE

I'm sitting here on the city street
waiting for contact, that moment when
a pair of eyes tells me I'm 7z.

Not the eyes of a shepherd reflecting
the lovely landlines of unlit valleys
where birds burn their wires;

nor the lunatic eyes of lovers
replaying the fingered foreplay
to the final £ .

Not the eyes of a dead man
before the ointment and the stitch
watching my fear scuttle his lip;

nor the eyes of the gunman
to whom each blink
is a frontier lifted

but the eyes of a blind man
when light, like a leopard,

strikes.

MICHAEL SWAN
MUST KEEP IN TOUCH

I ran into myself

at a party.

There was definitely

a certain rapport:
ground shared,

tastes in common,
attitudes

not all that far apart.
But -

well,

you know how it is at parties.
After a bit

we shuffled our feet,
started looking around,
swapped cards,

said

let’s meet for a drink
one of these days.
Must keep in touch
old boy,

must keep in touch.




“Many of the Members’ Poems are reminders

that even in the midst of an involved life we
are often alone.” Tim Wells makes contact PAGE 3

PUBLISHER PROFILE

RAGGED
RAVEN PRESS

agged Raven Press sprang to life
ijter journalist Bob Mee landed
sucker punch on the book
business in the late 1990s. After leading
publishers failed to take on his Bare Fists:
The History of Bare Knuckle Prize
Fighting, Mee decided to go it alone.
The book was a huge hit and Mee was
able to divert the proceeds into another
of his passions: poetry. Ragged Raven
Press, a dream hatched with co-founder
and fellow journalist, Janet Murch, in
the Raven Hotel in Much Wenlock,
Shropshire, became a reality in 1998.
Mee and Murch’s aim was to publish
distinctive, high quality collections
which “gave the poetry proper space”.
Eleven years on, the company has
produced eleven anthologies and seven
collections. Christopher James, National
Poetry Competition winner, may be
their brightest star currently but his
book, Invention of Butterfly, is typical of
all Ragged Raven tides in being a
terrific read. The list has a vim and
vigour that belies the size of the
enterprise behind it. “Major publishers
may beat us in terms of distribution
and marketing but not in enthusiasm,
commitment and drive,” says Mee.
How does the press find authors?
“We run an annual competition that
offers cash prizes for the three best
poems — the twelfth has just been
launched,” he explains. “We publish
them, along with our selection of other
entries and contributions from invited
poets, in an anthology; the latest is
Losing the Edge. The anthologies led us
to individual collections.”
Their first was John Robinson’s 7he
Cooks  Wedding  (2001),
anthologised poems had been especially

whose

well received. ‘Reviewers said we
included everything but the kitchen
sink. Well, we like that — he’s a 60-year
old poet!” says Mee.

Janet Murch and Bob Mee
I of Ragged Raven Press

Boxing clever

A National Poetry Competition win has brought
Ragged Raven Press welcome publicity — but the
company has always punched above its weight in
promoting new talent, reports Mike Sims

Some poets have been sought out —
“we do have a list, not even written
down, of poets that we might like to
work with,” says Murch; others appear
unsolicited in the post — “we have tried
not to close our minds to unsolicited
submissions,” she adds. Yet more have
sprung  on Jane
Kinninmont pleaded with Mee to

been them.
come and hear her read at a small press
poetry convention they were both
attending in Oxford. “I had done a
reading of my own, held a book launch
and run the bookstall but, tired as I was,
I went along — and I was spellbound,”
he says. Murch was similarly enthusiastic
and Kinninmonts book, Seven League
Stilettos, was released in 2004.

So do they always agree? “We read
poems aloud to one another, listening
for a ‘looseness’ or phrases that don’t
fit,” explains Murch. “There have been
poems where one of us has seen
something and has talked the other

round but not too much — we must like
similar things.” “We would never say a
poet should write in a certain way,”
adds Mee. “Some things are just pure
fun. John Robinson’s “Total Poems: 1’ is
written on a KwikSave receipt.”

They like to ‘workshop’ the process
of editing a collection. “This often
means getting the poet to come and
stay for a weekend to swap thoughts
and ideas. Sometimes we're saying,
‘Lovely, don’t do a thing’; sometimes we
worry away over a detail. We might say,
“What happens if you take the end off
that?”” explains Mee.

“Sometimes poets are disappointed
when a particular poem doesn’t make
the cut, sometimes they have to be
persuaded to keep one,” adds Murch.
“Andy Fletcher didnt want to publish
his poem ‘Funeral in The Mile Long
Piano’ because hed read it a lot and was
tired of it, but we knew it was one of
the best things hed done. Its about

getting to know each other — the poets
need to trust us.”

Poets are paid an advance of £200
for individual collections, which is
earned against royalties, plus author’s
copies. Print runs range from 400 to
500 copies. In turn, they have to have
to pull their weight in selling the books.

“Poetry books don't sell themselves,
especially with  bookshops’
prohibitive discounts and their habit of

not

returning books that haven't sold within
six weeks,” says Mee. “We rely on people
being prepared to do readings and we
work hard to get our poets on at events
and festivals.” Christopher James has
Cheltenham
Kinninmont and Chris Kinsey have

read at and  Jane
read at Ledbury. “If a poet refused to
read — well...”

Yet they published Australian poets
Bron Bateman and Kelly Pilgrim who
sent in their poems by email. “Their
work just really excited us,” says Mee,
admitting that it may have been “a
crazy thing to do, certainly not the
brightest of business decisions — if you
can ever measure anything in poetry by
the financial.”

Do reviews matter? “They’re very
important to our relationship with the
poets. Getting poems read is crucial;
otherwise they are trapped in a book.
Sending them out for review helps get
them read,” says Mee.

And who are your buyers? “More
people are interested in poetry than
ever before and they are not only
writers. We feel there is a really
encouraging poetry the
moment,” says Murch. “At last year’s

scene  at

Manchester Poetry Festival, we saw
some really inspiring young poets —
good at reading, good on the page and
making their own magazines,” she says.

“There is a mountain of good stuff
out there, more than there is time to
publish,” agrees Mee. “We need people
to buy poetry books because we like
them and we're only going to stop
when we've had enough.”

Ragged Raven Press will shortly publish
the companys first Second collection’— by
Chris Kinsey. Bob Mee launches his The
Maker of Glass Eyes (Cinnamon Press,
£7.99) ar the Trinity United Reform
Church, 1 Buck St, London NW3, on 26
June. www.raggedraven.co.uk

THE DANCE
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out of that loop.

KATHERINE GALLAGHER

All around, islands of girls waiting
to be asked — cherry pinks, fern-greens, lilacs,

offsetting lines of dark-suits,
half-shy boys: one by one, couples swirling

away, following each other into the sea
of that crowded floor — everything suspended

in the thinning air, the school dancing on its toes,
Exhibition Swing pumped out by an imitation

Victor Sylvester Band, unsmiling, but practised
as a row of puppets,

a whirl of sedate moves, under spotlights,
and me, ready to step

AUSTIN LAWRENCE
PANEL BEATER

It isn’t what the hammer does but how he wields it
and the trajectories he controls,

and it’s something of a man’s anticipation

knowing the final shape he has to make.

It isn’t where the sheet is placed upon the block
nor how it slides with careful hands,

but how the final curves will always look
and whether weighted blows will stretch or tuck;

he simply makes a shape the craftsman’s way,
manipulating smooth sheet metal,

a thin steel skin curving under a hand that
feels a soft grain hardening through the hammer.

LISTINGS

‘War poetry. From First World War to
the present: www.warpoetry.co.uk

What is www.poetryspring.co.uk?

Society joins Facebook and Twitter
The Poetry Society has joined
innumerable arts organisations on
Facebook and Twitter. Poetry News
readers are warmly encouraged to join;
membership of the groups is growing fast.
www.facebook.com, www.twitter.com

What is www.poetryspring.co.uk?

A TIANOS FRESTTiEE
BEEE  RRAREFEL FESCETR T

CiRTFE TiTIAN 7S

Judges Daljit Nagra, Ruth Padel
and Neil Rollinson

First Prize £5000

Deadline 31 October 2009

Visit the ‘Competitions’ page
at www.poetrysociety.org.uk

What is www.poetryspring.co.uk?

POETRY SOCIETY EVENTS

SUMMER READING
Elaine Feinstein
Phillis Levin

Jo Shapcott

Thursday 9 July, 7pm
(doors open: 6.30pm)

Poetry Society Studio, 1st Floor,
22 Betterton St, London WC2H 9BX.

Tickets £7 (£6 concessions)
Members £5 (£4 concessions)

To book, call 020 7420 9886

ol p s e e s

I a———
g e by
— P S —..
[ 1 SEERE Y
L N S p———
Pl o e
T g R O

LA P | . W
FTREY
———

i Bl N

e Do .l E T G- BEH
. e e

TO BOOK

Poetry News advertising is available at a rate
of £1 per word + VAT (max. 100 words).
Call Naomi on 020 7420 9886 or email
nwood@poetrysociety.org.uk to book.

Next deadline: 27 July 2009.

NB The Poetry Society cannot check
advertisers’ credentials.



