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Out of more than 12,000 poems entered for this year's award, Eric Berlin's poem 'Night Errand' has been chosen as the winner of the National

Poetry Competition, winning him £5,000. Judges Sarah Howe, David Wheatley and Esther Morgan selected Berlin’s winning poem from an

astounding field of entries from 73 countries worldwide – making it one of the world's biggest international open poetry competitions for

single poems.

The winning poem explores a fleeting private moment: with a sleep-deprived dad making a dash to the shops on a mundane errand, a flash of anger,
and the shame that follows. The setting is a mall in upstate New York, but the emotions and the experience are universally human. (Turn to the last
page to read the poem in full.)

In explaining the inspiration behind the poem, Eric has been surprised by how it has touched such a nerve:

"Receiving such interest in this poem about a lonely moment of overwhelm – a moment so uneventful I almost didn’t give it a second
thought – reminds me to trust turning inward as a way of reaching others, not just being understood but also understanding that others
have endured uncertainties too. In that bleary first year after the birth of our baby, a baby we’d tried for years to conceive, and who only
came after we’d given up hope, mourning and laughter have both been important as ways of getting close to each other.

Once as a kid, I guessed the right number of jellybeans in a giant jar at the fair – and that soft click of my intuition aligning with the actual
gave me faith in what I didn’t know I knew. It’s hard to embrace humour and sadness as equally crucial ways of seeing the truth, but this
validation encourages me to sustain these efforts and to keep on following my gut."

Sarah Howe described  ‘Night Errand’ as "one of those poems that wouldn’t let you move on, but demanded a pause to dwell and recoup, followed by
the compulsion to read it again. Its initial grip gave way to a sort of haunting". The judges took great pleasure from the poem. Howe said:

Continues over

L-R: Eric Berlin. The judges: Sarah Howe, Esther Morgan and David Wheatley

Judges Sarah Howe, Esther Morgan and David Wheatley praise 
a poem "that wouldn’t let you move on, but demanded a pause 
to dwell and recoup, followed by the compulsion to read it again." 
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"This is poetry that can somehow, magically, fill a cafeteria napkin dispenser with emotion, while subtly evoking the psychological need
behind that displacement. Its syntax pays out like a wire, building to the final sting-in-the-tail: a realisation that deepens rather than
diminishes what’s gone before. In that complex moment, the poem refuses to let itself off the hook. Through its artful control of sound and
line, its powers of image and perception, ‘Night Errand’ dramatises a cry of pain at the damage we’re capable of doing to others. "

Eric Berlin becomes the winner of The Poetry Society's 38th National Poetry Competition. Since it began in 1978 the competition has been an
important milestone in the careers of many of today's leading poets, with previous winners including Helen Dunmore, Ruth Padel, Philip Gross,
Carol Ann Duffy, Jo Shapcott and Tony Harrison. Awarding a total of £9,400 prize money annually, the competition recognises individual poems,
previously unpublished, in an anonymised judging process. The judges only discover the identity of the winners after making their final decision.

Nine other winners were also named, including David Hawkins for his poem 'Long Distance Relationship with a Mountain' (2nd, £2,000), Carolyn
Oxley for her poem 'Biracial' (3rd, £1,000) and seven commended poets (£200 each):  Mara Adamitz Scrupe, Geraldine Clarkson, Simon Jenner, 
Afra Kingdon, Zaffar Kunial, Howard Laughton and Fran Lock.

All the winning poems will be published on The Poetry Society’s website on 31st March at www.poetrysociety.org.uk/npc.

The next National Poetry Competition will open in May. Entry forms will be available online at www.poetrysociety.org.uk/npc. The closing date 
is 31 October 2016.

– ENDS –
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Notes to Editors

National Poetry Competition winners
Eric Berlin is a freelance editor living near Syracuse, New York, where he teaches “Ear Training for Poets” and “The Poetics of Prayer” at the Downtown
Writers’ Center.  He received an MFA in Poetry from Syracuse University, an MFA in Sculpture from NY Academy of Art, and a BA in English from
Harvard University. After a solo show at Spark Contemporary Art Space, he returned to poetry, winning The Ledge 2014 Poetry Prize and receiving a
fellowship from Vermont Studio Center, where he began a book on the rhythm of language in stand-up. His poems can be found in Hunger Mountain,
Tupelo Quarterly, and North American Review as well as Milkweed Editions’ “Outsiders.”  

David Hawkins is a writer, journalist, editor and ecologist from Bristol. He grew up on the banks of the Severn Estuary, read English at New College,
Oxford, then worked for several years in art history publishing, subsequently retraining as a botanist and habitat surveyor. Particular interests are the
intersections of landscape and time and human activity. He has work in the forthcoming book from Dunlin Press, The Migrant Waders. David was a
founding editor of the Likestarlings collaborative poetry project.

Carolyn Oxley lives in Longmont, Colorado in view of the Rocky Mountain foothills. She is a freelance writer for the Boulder Weekly and meets regularly
with local poets at a historic area restaurant. She studied literature at Georgetown University and counts herself lucky to have attended poetry workshops at
Aspen Summer Words and Lighthouse Writers in Denver. Carolyn lives with her husband, daughter, three canine children, and a cat named Posy.

Seven poets were commended in this year’s National Poetry Competition. They were:
Mara Adamitz Scrupe for 'Arillus'
Geraldine Clarkson for 'St Rose of Lima's Revenge'
Simon Jenner for 'Peter Philips' Part Book Speaks to Brueghel'
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Afra Kingdon for 'Tabasco'
Zaffar Kunial for 'Six'
Howard Laughton for 'Six Easy Calculations'
Fran Lock for 'Gentleman Caller'

Further notes:
Geraldine Clarkson won The Poetry Society’s Anne Born Prize 2015; Zaffar Kunial came third in the National Poetry Competition 2011 with his poem ‘Hill Speak’;
Fran Lock came third in the National Poetry Competition 2014 with her poem ‘Last Exit to Luton’.

The National Poetry Competition
Established in 1978, the Poetry Society’s National Poetry Competition is one of the world’s biggest and most prestigious poetry contests. There are three winners and
seven commendations annually. Winners include both established and emerging poets, and for many the prize has proved an important career milestone. Previous
winners include the current UK Poet Laureate Carol Ann Duffy, Tony Harrison, Ruth Padel, Philip Gross and Jo Shapcott.

The Poetry Society
The Poetry Society was founded in 1909 to promote a “more general recognition and appreciation of poetry”. Since then, it has grown into one 
of Britain’s most dynamic arts organisations, representing British poetry both nationally and internationally. With innovative education and commissioning programmes
and a packed calendar of performances, readings and competitions, the Poetry Society champions poetry for all ages. 
It publishes the magazine The Poetry Review, runs the National Poetry Competition, the Ted Hughes Award for New Work in Poetry, the Foyle Young Poets of the Year
Award and the youth performance poetry championship SLAMbassadors UK. www.poetrysociety.org.uk
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Sarah Howe was born in Hong Kong in 1983. She
won an Eric Gregory Award from the Society of
Authors in 2010. Her first collection, Loop of Jade, is
published by Chatto & Windus, and was shortlisted
for the Forward Prize for Best First Collection, and
the TS Eliot Prize 2015. She is the founding editor
of Prac Crit, a journal of poetry and criticism. Her
poems have appeared widely in British magazines
including The Poetry Review, PN Review and Poetry
London, in anthologies such as The Salt Book of
Younger Poets and Dear World & Everyone In It, and
on BBC Radio 3 and 4. She has performed her work
at events across the country, from Ledbury Poetry
Festival to the Royal Festival Hall. In 2015-16, she
will be based at the Radcliffe Institute, Harvard.

Esther Morgan was born in Kidderminster in 1970.
Since completing an MA in Creative Writing at
UEA, she has published three collections of poetry,
all with Bloodaxe. Her first, Beyond Calling Distance
(2001) won the Aldeburgh Poetry Festival First
Collection Prize and was shortlisted for the John
Llewellyn Rhys Prize. Her most recent book, Grace,
was a PBS Recommendation and shortlisted for the
2011 T. S. Eliot Prize. She taught creative writing at
UEA where she also edited the contemporary poetry
anthology Reactions. She was Historic Recordings
Manager at The Poetry Archive for several years and
in 2013 co-edited the spring edition of The Poetry
Review with Moniza Alvi.

David Wheatley was born in Dublin in 1970. His
collections, published by The Gallery Press, are:
Thirst (1997, Rooney Prize for Irish Literature),
Misery Hill (2000), Mocker (2006) and A Nest on the
Waves (2010). He won the Vincent Buckley Prize in
2008. He has edited James Clarence Mangan: Poems
(Gallery, 2003) and Samuel Beckett’s Selected Poems
1930-1989 (Faber, 2009), and published
Contemporary British Poetry with Palgrave in 2014.
His poems appear in The Penguin Book of Irish
Poetry, Identity Parade: New British & Irish Poets and
other anthologies. He teaches at the University of
Aberdeen. He reviews for the Guardian, Times
Literary Supplement and others.

National Poetry Competition judges
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FIRST PRIZE, NATIONAL POETRY COMPETITION 2015

Night Errand
by Eric Berlin

O, Great Northern Mall, you dwindling oracle
of upstate New York, your colossal lot

of frost-heaved spaces so vacant I could cut
straight through while blinking and keep my eyes

shut, I’ve come like the flies that give up the ghost
at the papered fronts of your defunct stores,

through the food court where napkins, unused
to touch, are packed too tight to be dispensed,

past the pimpled kid manning the register
who stares at the buttons and wipes his palms.

If I press my eyes until checkers rise
from the dark – that’s how the overheads glower

in home essentials as I roam through Sears,
seeking assistance. I know you’re here.

For this window crank I brought, you show me
a muted wall of TVs where Jeff Goldblum

picks his way through the splintered remains
of a dinosaur crate. There must be fifty

of him, hunching over mud to inspect
the three-toed prints. I almost didn’t

come in here at all, driving the opposite
of victory laps, and waiting as I hoped

for the red to leave my eyes, but my urgency
smacked of your nothingness. I did it again – 

I screamed at the woman I love, and in front
of our one-year-old, who covered his ears.


