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Plasticine by Vassily Sigarev, won the Evening Standard Award for Most 
Promising Playwright. She has published two collections of translations of 
Russian poetry and three collections of her own poetry, Notebook (2003), 
The Estate (2007) and Red House (2011). In 2003 she received an Eric 
Gregory Award.

Roddy Lumsden (born 1966) is a Scottish poet, who was born in  
St Andrews. He has published six collections of poetry, a number of chap-
books and a collection of trivia, as well as editing a generational anthology 
of British and Irish poets of the 1990s and 2000s, Identity Parade. He lives 
in London where he teaches for The Poetry School. He has done editing 
work on several prize-winning poetry collections and edited the Pilot 
series of chapbooks by poets under 30 for tall-lighthouse. He is organiser 
and host of the monthly reading series BroadCast in London. In 2010, he 
was appointed as Poetry Editor for Salt Publishing.



cromer

T H E
B E S T

B R I T I S H
P O E T RY

2 0 1 2
    

Sasha Dugdale, Editor 

Roddy Lumsden, Series Editor



published by salt publishing
12 Norwich Road, Cromer, Norfolk nr27 0ax United Kingdom

All rights reserved

Foreword © Roddy Lumsden, 2012
Selection and introduction © Sasha Dugdale, 2012

Individual contributions © the contributors

The right of Roddy Lumsden to be identified as the editor of this work has 
been asserted by him in accordance with Section 77 

of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

This book is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to provisions 
of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part 

may take place without the written permission of Salt Publishing.

Printed in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, St Ives plc

Typeset in Bembo 10.5 / 12

This book is sold subject to the conditions that it shall not, by way of trade or 
otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s 
prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published 

and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the 
subsequent purchaser.

isbn  978 1 90773 25 9 paperback

1  3  5  7  9  8  6  4  2



C O N T E N T S

Foreword by Roddy Lumsden	 vii
Introduction by Sasha Dugdale	 viii

Fleur Adcock “Bees’ Nest”	 1
Patience Agbabi “Unfinished Business”	 3
Tara Bergin “Stag-Boy”	 5
Liz Berry “Sow”	 7
Alison Brackenbury “Roll-on”	 9
Vahni Capildeo “Four Departures from ‘Wulf and Eadwacer’”	 10
Melanie Challenger “Suilven or Humility”	 13
Amarjit Chandan “The Prisoner Being Released”	 14
Gillian Clarke “Swans”	 15
John Wedgwood Clarke “Sandside”	 16
John Clegg “Mermaids”	 17
David Constantine “A Local Habitation”	 18
Sarah Corbett “An English Walk”	 20
Abi Curtis “Purpose-Built Town”	 22
Amy De’Ath “Failure”	 24
Christine De Luca “Discontinuity”	 26
Michael Egan “intermission”	 27
Elaine Feinstein “Damage”	 29
Jane Flett “This Cowgirl’s Lament”	 31
John Gallas from “pacifictions”	 32
John Gohorry from “Keeping the City”	 34
Andrew Greig “Wynd”	 37
Vona Groarke “Midsummer”	 41
Jo Haslam “Hart”	 42
Michael Haslam “Old Lad”	 43
Paul Henry “Usk”	 47
Selima Hill “The Elephant Whose Sturgeon-like Blood”	 48
Sheila Hillier “Re-entry”	 49
Sarah Howe “Death of Orpheus”	 51
Joanna Ingham “The Corpse Road”	 52
Anthony Joseph “River Dove”	 53
Annie Katchinska “Tawpie”	 54
David Kinloch from “I, Giraffe”	 55
Janet Kofi-Tsekpo “The Arch”	 57
Frances Leviston “A Shrunken Head”	 58
Tim Liardet “Deleted Scene (The Frog)”	 61
Fran Lock from“The Mystic and The Pig Thief ”	 62



Richie McCaffery “Ballast Flint”	 65
Karen McCarthy Woolf “Old Mutha Riah. Hoxton 1935”	 66
Jamie McKendrick “King Billy’s Nemesis”	 68
Michael McKimm “Water Cure”	 70
Hugh McMillan “Too Big a Part”	 73
Kathryn Maris “What Will Happen To The Neighbours  

When The Earth Floods?”	 74
Hilary Menos “Bob’s Dogs”	 76
Harriet Moore “Bog Bodies”	 77
Kim Moore “The Drowned Fields”	 79
David Morley “Ballad of the Moon, Moon”	 80
Graham Mort “Passed”	 82
Stephanie Norgate “Free style”	 84
Bernard O’Donoghue “Sardines”	 85
Richard Owens “Immigrant Song”	 86
Ruth Padel “Ripples on New Grass”	 87
Alasdair Paterson “Pomegranate”	 88
Anita Pati “An unborn child wonders if it’s worth it”	 90
Eleanor Perry “Sole”	 91
Pascale Petit “Notre Dame Father”	 92
Jacob Polley “Lunarian”	 94
Caroline Price “After”	 96
Anne Rouse “High Wall”	 98
Kathryn Simmonds “Experience”	 99
Zoë Skoulding “The Man in the Moone”	 100
Linus Slug “wulfmonath”	 102
Anne Stevenson “It’s astonishing”	 105
Greta Stoddart “The Curtain”	 106
Claire Trévien “Sing Bird”	 108
Mark Waldron “The Life Cycle of the Fly”	 109
Rory Waterman “Marstrand”	 111
Samantha Wynne-Rhydderch “Delft”	 112
Yang Lian “Questions about the Demon Taotie”	 113
Jane Yeh “The Birds”	 115

Contributors’ Notes and Comments	 117
List of Magazines	 159
Acknowledgements	 161



vii

F O R E W O R D

by Roddy Lumsden
    

The poems presented in this volume were selected from UK-based poetry 
magazines, literary journals and online publications issued between spring 
2011 and spring 2012. The main purpose of this volume is to celebrate the 
thriving scene of literary magazines and the developing sphere of literary 
sites online. For the past year, Sasha Dugdale and I have been reading 
these publications as they appeared, seeking poems which we felt should 
be reproduced here. Though I made recommendations, the choices were 
ultimately up to Sasha, as this year’s Guest Editor. The format of the book 
owes a debt to The Best American Poetry series of anthologies which was 
founded in 1988. Similar volumes appear each year in Canada, Australia 
and Ireland. I would like to thank the series editor of BAP, David Lehman 
for his advice on editing the series. Both Sasha and I would have liked 
to include Denise Riley’s excellent and moving poem ‘A Part Song’, 
certainly one of the year’s poetic highlights; however the work’s length 
(it consists of twenty sections) was an issue and we did not feel an extract 
would do it justice.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

by Sasha Dugdale
    

Best British Poetry is an anthology of single poems, and in this it is like the 
celebratory annual Forward Book. One important difference between 
the two anthologies is that in this book the poets are asked to write a 
passage about the poem. How they do this is left to them – it can be an 
astonishingly literal thing, or a piece of poetic prose. This seems to me 
to be in its own way revolutionary: instead of an editor’s introduction, 
in which the learned editor opines at length on the state of the nation’s 
poetry and presents a few of his chosen poets to reinforce his views, the 
introduction is divided into seventy or more smaller introductions, each 
as fascinating as the next, and none presuming to speak on more than the 
poet actually knows.

The other very attractive quality of this anthology is the ease with 
which it moves between style, school and generation in order to present a 
touchingly communal portrait of contemporary poetry. This is particularly 
striking when you read through the commentaries. It is almost possible to 
imagine yourself at a very large and amicable poetry symposium, where 
everyone reads, speaks and listens in turn. Some of these poets live at the 
corners of the land, others in the centre, some do not travel, others never 
stand still: the gathering is quite utopian, and yet whilst you read, it does 
in fact take place.

The poems here were taken from magazines and we made efforts to 
read as broad a selection of magazines as possible. Magazine editors there-
fore played a large part in the compilation of this anthology, and as most of 
their work is ‘on-a-shoestring, burning-the-candle-at-both-ends’ labour 
of love, I would like to acknowledge them, their taste and integrity. We 
took work from some of the more established poetry magazines, like 
Poetry Review and Poetry London, but we also took poems from a variety of 
smaller magazines and online magazines, like Clinic, 10th Muse, Halfcircle, 
the Delinquent and New Linear Perspectives. Poetry is a democratic genre, 
and it is always heartening to witness the plurality of small cultures within 
the larger poetry scene, and the ways in which poets move between the 
cultures. There is no sense in imposing any sort of hierarchy on the world 
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of poetry: the smallest magazine, and the least known author, can publish 
a poem of such revelatory force that it takes its place alongside the greats. 
But some magazines, like Poetry London, manage the feat of publishing a 
constant stream of excellent and diverse poems and deserve their large 
following. 

A common criticism of contemporary poetry is that it recedes into the 
personal anecdote and there was a fair amount of poetry in many of the 
magazines, which displayed this flabby obsession with the details of a life, 
failing to transform them into anything more than the sum of their parts. 
Another weakness in some of the poetry we read was an unthinking use of 
language, resorting to clichés, or misusing idiom inadvertently. I read any 
number of helpful articles in the magazines over the year, warning would-
be writers to avoid such faults, but the basic line is that poetry requires a 
degree of discipline and an obsessiveness which we do not all possess in 
equal measure, and many may not be prepared to surrender themselves to 
its sometimes destructive force.

However, the poems here display no such weaknesses. They are all 
written by poets at the top of their game, and they deserve the title ‘Best 
British Poetry’. The ‘B-word’, as Roddy put it in last year’s introduction, 
is no favourite of mine, but take it in the spirit in which it is meant: these 
are poems worth reading, not the only poems worth reading, but a very 
good start, if you weren’t able to spend, like us, long hours in the Poetry 
Library last year. A large anthology like this one merely hints at the variety 
of the scene, rather than placing a deadening stamp of approval on a few 
poets’ foreheads.

The commentaries on the poems are various but they share an extraor-
dinary degree of erudition, of reference to and resonance with the lan-
guage and the past. This generation, as every generation, depends on 
the complex past for its voice, and the breadth of style and colour in the 
poems is matched by an equal breadth of rootwork. Even apparently 
straightforward narrative and observation, such as the narrative in Patience 
Agbabi’s ‘Unfinished Business’, is a study of Chaucer and film noir, or 
Hilary Menos’s ‘Bob’s Dogs’ which is a homage to R.S. Thomas’s poems. 
Poetry never exists in a vacuum, we are all constantly in a fine negotiation 
with the past, but this group of poems seems particularly rich in allusion. 

There are other themes and threads which run through the selection, 
although these may simply be my own preoccupations, and so particularly 
visible to me. Preeminent amongst these is poetry of place and poetry 
about specific landscapes. Some of these places, like John Gohorry’s Cov-
entry and Andrew Greig’s Fife are powerfully particular urban or pro-
vincial landscapes, others, like Karen McCarthy Woolf’s skilful setting of 
her Grandfather’s London speech or Christine de Luca’s Shetlandic ‘Dis-
continuity’, are rooted by means of dialect. Some, like Rory Waterman’s 
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‘Marstrand’, use carefully observed place to unsettling effect. ‘A Local 
Habitation’, David Constantine’s poem from The Rialto, sums up this 
dedication to locality, the poet is ‘ingrown’, a love of place so intense that 
it hurts desperately to remember the place lost. Many of these landscapes 
themselves, under such exacting scrutiny, assume a mythical shape, they 
are more than just sodden fields, lanes, waterways, industrial estates – they 
become for an instant glimpses of promised lands, or lands haunted by the 
past. Through landscape many of the poems reach out to the old matters 
of time passing and death. 

A final count of poets revealed that this anthology has more women 
poets than men. I should say that I was not aware of gender balance, 
and when Roddy and I were choosing poems I often didn’t check who 
had written the poem. Still there is a long history of imbalance in poetry 
anthologies. The New Poetry (1962) appears to have had no British women 
poets in it, and the first series of Penguin Modern Poets included three 
women out of eighty-one poets, so I don’t feel much anguish at our 
slightly skewed selection. 

I was very keen to include the work of some poets who lived and 
worked in Britain but did not write in English and I was lucky to come 
across the work of Yang Lian and Amarjit Chandan in translation. Then 
there was the lyrically rich music of David Morley’s Romani version of 
Lorca’s ballad. But there is no doubt that we need to be more aware of 
the British writers who write in other languages and whose experiences 
may bring much to our poetic culture. That perhaps is my only request to 
editors: to actively search out the unheard non-English voices in British 
poetry. Now that would be a utopian meeting!

We did have a strong sense that the poems we had gathered had a 
meaningful co-existence as a single volume and said something collectively 
about the health of British poetry. I can’t make any more claims for this 
little book, although I’ve read it through a few times now and I see that all 
the poems have integrity and distinctiveness and that vitality of language 
which is indicative of the best poetry. 
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

F L E U R  A D C O C K

Bees’ Nest
    

Bumble-, not honey-; and not a hive.
Ignore those trim little boxes, fitted
with a glass inner lid for viewing
and an entry tunnel of the right gauge,
in friends-of-the-planet catalogues.

Such things may do the trick for blue tits,
with their predictable minds. This bee
won’t be invited into your parlour.
She’ll build in your compost heap; she’ll squat
in a disused mouse-hole; or she’s

a cross noise buzzing inside the lawn
so that you desist from using clippers,
and an ever-larger moss-thatched skull
rises from the earth like the Green Man,
his head crowning, being slowly born.

With luck it will be in a summer
rich with visitors, so that a child
may find herself transfixed by a procession
of bees, all in the house uniform,
popping out of the grass, just like that,

to go browsing in the buddleia
or shove their snouts into yellow toadflax,
until they or their clone-kin zoom back
unerringly to the secret trapdoor
that gives access to their waxen dome.





But you worry that you haven’t enough
flowers in your garden to feed them,
and that being more rare now they’ll never
come back after this year’s nest has sagged
into ruin. And they don’t come back.

from Poetry London





P A T I E N C E  A G B A B I

Unfinished Business
    

Conveniently, cowardice and forgiveness look identical at a certain distance. Time 
steals your nerve. ‘Memento Mori’, Jonathan Nolan

That night, it rained so hard
it was biblical. The Thames sunk the promenade,
spewing up so much low life.
It’s a week since they beat up my wife,
put five holes in my daughter. I know who they are.
I know why. I’m three shots away from the parked car
in a blacked-out car park. My wife cries,
Revenge too sweet attracts flies.
Even blushed with bruises she looks good. She’s lying
on the bed, next to me. Honey, I’m fine.
Tonight I caught her, hands clasped, kneeling,
still from a crime scene.
I didn’t bring my wife to Gravesend for this.
What stops me, cowardice?
None of them, even Joe, has the right to live.
How can I forgive?

How can I forgive
none of them? Even Joe has the right to live.
What stops me, cowardice?
I didn’t bring my wife to Gravesend for this
still from a crime scene.
Tonight I caught her, hands clasped, kneeling
on the bed next to me. Honey, I’m fine.
Even blushed with bruises she looks good. She’s lying.
Revenge too sweet attracts flies
in a blacked-out car park. My wife cries.
I know why. I’m three shots away from the parked car





put five holes in my daughter. I know who they are.
It’s a week since they beat up my wife,
spewing up so much low life
it was biblical. The Thames sunk the promenade
that night, it rained so hard.

from Poetry Review
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T A R A  B E R G I N

Stag-Boy
    

He enters the carriage with a roar – 
he clatters in wildly and fills up the carriages with heat,
running through the train, staining the floor
with hooves dirty from the street;
tearing at the ceilings with his new branched horns,
banging his rough sides against the seats and
the women, who try to look away: Gallant!
He sings hard from his throat,
his young belling tearing at his chest,
pushing at his boy-throat.

Stag-boy – 

the train’s noise hums in his ears,
sharp and high like crickets pulsing
in the tall grass,
and he wounds it with his horns,
maddened like a stung bull,
pushing up his head,
pushing up his mouth for his mother’s teat:
Where is her beestings?
Where is the flowered mug she used to warm his milk in?

No good, no good now.

He’s smashing out of the train door,
he’s banging his hooves in the industrial air,
he’s galloping through the city squares,
and drinking from a vandalised spring – 
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And still his mother walks through the house,
crying: Stag-boy, oh stag-boy come home!

from Modern Poetry in Translation
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L I Z  B E R R Y

Sow
    

‘Dainty footwear turns a young lady into an altogether more beautiful 
creature . . .’ —Etiquette for Ladies, Eliza Sell

Trottering down the oss road in me new hooves
I’m farmyardy sweet, fresh from the filth
of straw an swill, the trembly-leg sniff
of the slaughter wagon. A guzzler, gilt.
Trollopy an canting. Root yer tongue beneath
me frock an gulp the brute stench of the sty.

I’ve stopped denying meself: nibbling
grateful as a pet on baby-leaves, afeared
of the glutton of belly an rump. I’ve sunk
an when lads howd out opples on soft city palms
I guttle an spit, for I need a mon
wi a body like a trough of tumbly slop
to bury me snout in.

All them saft years of hiding at ’ome
then prancing like a pony for some sod to bridle
an shove down the pit, shying away
from ’is dirty fists. All them nights,
me eyes rolling white in the dark when the sow I am
was squailin’ an biting to gerrout.

Now no mon dare scupper me,
nor fancy-arse bints, for I’ve kicked the fence
an I’m riling on me back in the muck,
out of me mind wi gruntin pleasure,





trotters pointing to the heavens like chimdey pots,
stickin V to the cockerel
prissy an crowing on ’is high church spire.

from Poetry London

Black Country glossary

oss road: street;  gilt: sow;  canting: cheeky or saucy;  guttle: chew;

saft: foolish;  squalin: squealing or crying;  bints: derogatory slang for girls;  riling: writhing
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A L I S O N  B R A C K E N B U R Y

Roll-on
    

Sweat is not fashionable. My father said
before deodorants, how people stank.
His infant teacher, built like a small tank,
would loom in her stout blouse above his head.
Though honeysuckle blew, the village went
into one private cave of hot, sharp scent.

No one could love the sour reek of the Tube,
its summer greeting, the warm winds of hell.
Some riders walked, until the heatwave fell,
turned bearable. But vans still speed, goods move,
and I am startled when the drivers come
dry-skinned, with aftershave a low, harsh hum.

Horses sweat, men perspire and ladies glow.
But I am drenched, breasts, thighs and thinning skull,
till wind streams over and my body cools.
Earth turns on heat, despite the drugstore’s show.
The goods are packed, the stable swept. And I
drink in the rain, which is the sweat of sky.

from The North
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V A H N I  C A P I L D E O

Four Departures from 
‘Wulf and Eadwacer’

    

(i) reverse

It takes nothing from you that I have him – 
            Bunched up in your ruins, you cannot lose.

He works alone.

Two sides of one city hide us.
Things fall apart, worked roads recoiling.
            Your lot would siphon grey from graveyards.
            Bunched up in your ruins, you cannot lose.

He works alone.

Near him I narrow to survival mode, wink out;
cannot say the time the place the mood,
hardly the aspect or the gender; again
we did nothing, we did nothing.

Could he for once be nobody’s business – 
            All too brightly meaningful
            ringbound dossiers flashing their backs,

I reach for the sleep he’d implanted in me;
turn my thorax inside out.

No pen and ink does it justice – 
A Stanley knife lullaby score.
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(ii) outside

‘What was so lacking in the upbringing we gave her that she had to go 
off with a stranger, one of them as well; she’s worthless, no getting her 
back, but so long as they’re in touch with each other they’re within our 
reach, for globalisation is also on our side. Their so-called love’s as natural-
seeming as the rain that falls with bitter charge, entering through the 
eardrums of our not-so-young houses to ancestral designs he only hopes 
to repossess. She’s torn – it is transparent – about throwing in her lot with 
a fancy-passport foreigner whose hyena ways must make her sick. Best 
not lose sleep over prayers that her bastard will self-destruct in the womb, 
taking the mother to some lesser mansion in Heaven; never forget she is 
one of us, after all. A satisfactory solution will be found.’

(iii) inside

If the present could be bloodier – can’t imagine how.

            Dear Lord, I never intended this.

You were one kind of invasion, and another,
and it won’t stop raining.

‘I gave us all up?’ To him. For him.

            Dear Lord, I never intended this.

We made notes only in mud or on pieces of wood
for burning, burnt; for cementing, trampled.
What can you hope to recover?
The nightjar stuck in my throat?


