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Out of 12,580 poems entered for this year’s award, Stephen Sexton’s poem ‘The Curfew’ has been chosen as the winner of the
National Poetry Competition, winning him £5,000. Judges Moniza Alvi, Gerry Cambridge and Jack Underwood selected the
winning poem from an astounding field of entries from 73 countries worldwide – maintaining the competition’s position as one
of the world’s biggest international open poetry competitions for single poems.

The winning poem combines reminiscence about a legendary miner grandfather with the emancipation of animals from a zoo and an
unspecified industrial accident. With shades of magic realism and heartfelt storytelling of past and present events, the poem carries the
reader through complex, intertwining worlds – and times – with a flourish, leaving questions unanswered as well as hinting at a deeper
connectivity between the poem’s stories and our own world.

Moniza Alvi commented: 
“Exuberant in its energies, ‘The Curfew’, while scarcely pausing, admits the contemplative. It’s a poem to read and re-read, to
ponder and to experience. Its conclusion tenders that which goes beyond accustomed language, beyond any language”. 

Gerry Cambridge added:
“‘The Curfew’ is a complex poem that slowly reveals itself to the reader but remains finally mysterious too. It skilfully
intertwines several elements and time-frames: some sort of political suppression, the narrator’s grandfather and an unspecified
bauxite mining accident, and the fine comic touch of the ungovernable animals let out of the zoo by ‘the radicals’. At once
winsome, strangely happy, and peculiarly touching, it deftly conjures a world.”

Stephen Sexton, from Northern Ireland, has had work published in many poetry magazines and anthologies. His pamphlet Oils was
published by The Emma Press to great acclaim in 2014, and was chosen as the Poetry Book Society’s Winter Pamphlet Choice in the
same year. He follows in the footsteps of previous Northern Irish winners of the National Poetry Competition such as Medbh
McGuckian in 1978, Colette Bryce in 2003 and Sinéad Morrissey in 2007. He described the feeling of having won:
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Judges Moniza Alvi, Gerry Cambridge and Jack Underwood
praise a poem with magic-realist leaps that is “a tour de force,
dreamlike in its shifts, wide-ranging and deeply felt”
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“It’s an outrageous honour to have this poem recognised by the judges and perhaps the most exciting thing for me is the plain
old fundamental feeling of being understood. Even if I’m not sure what is lingering behind the poem, there is pure joy in
thinking that whatever is being transmitted arrived at its destination intact.”

He goes on to detail some of the thinking behind the poem:

“There’s a lot of history in the poem, but I think I thought more of a series of contexts and the interplay of interior and
exterior spaces, each folded within another. I wanted, through an aggregation of these contexts – animals roaming around a
town in the present, a mine collapse somewhere in the past – to create a kind of municipal pastoral scene in which what’s
happening and what’s happened are overlaid and integrated.”

Stephen Sexton becomes the winner of The Poetry Society’s 39th 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 Caleb Parkin for his poem ‘The Desktop Metaphor’ (2nd, £2,000), T.L. Evans for his
poem ‘Detuned Radio’ (3rd, £1,000) and seven commended poets (£200 each): Patrick James Errington, Sam Harvey, Fran Lock,
Laura Scott, Holly Singlehurst, Marc Brightside and Peter Wallis. Fran Lock has been placed in the competition for the third year 
in a row.

All the winning poems will be published on The Poetry Society’s website on 29 March at www.poetrysociety.org.uk/npc. The top
three poems will be published in the spring 2017 issue of The Poetry Review and there will be a celebratory event with some of the
winners at Ledbury Poetry Festival in July, as well as other events around the country over the coming year.

The next National Poetry Competition will open in May. Entry forms will be available online at www.poetrysociety.org.uk/npc, where
you can also sign up to the mailing list to be kept informed. The closing date is 31 October 2017.
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Notes to Editors
National Poetry Competition winners

Stephen Sexton lives in Belfast where he is studying at the Seamus Heaney Centre for Poetry. Poems have appeared in Granta, Poetry Ireland, Poetry London
and Best British Poetry 2015. His pamphlet, Oils, published by The Emma Press in 2014 was the Poetry Book Society’s Winter Pamphlet Choice. He was
the recipient of an ACES award from the Arts Council of Northern Ireland in 2016.

Caleb Parkin is a freelance poet, performer, facilitator, educator and filmmaker, based in Bristol. He previously worked in TV, radio and print media, and is
currently studying for an MSc in Creative Writing for Therapeutic Purposes with Metanoia Institute. His work has appeared in online and print journals,
planetaria, schools, museums, computer shops, wildlife events, festivals and beyond. His work can be found at couldbethemoon.co.uk/where/publication
and word-rocket.co.uk.

T.L. Evans lives in Hertfordshire with his wife and three children. He has been writing poems mainly on his phone on the train to and from London over
the last year or so. Work to date addresses subjects such as how bad his commute is, hip hop, carrots and tea. He is a member of The Poetry Society’s
Brixton Stanza and his aim is to get good enough to write a proper love poem.
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Seven poets were commended in this year’s National Poetry Competition. They were:
Patrick James Errington for ‘Never Say Never Say Never’. Patrick is from Alberta, Canada and is currently a PhD researcher for St Andrews University living in
Edinburgh.
Sam Harvey for ‘Claire Climbs Everest’. Sam Harvey is finishing his last semester at Indiana University and was born and raised in Indianapolis.
Fran Lock for ‘Epistle from inside the Sharknado’. Fran Lock is widely published, has won several poetry competitions and is currently undertaking a practice based
PhD at Birkbeck in contemporary poetry.
Laura Scott for ‘The Grey Mirror’. Laura Scott, who is based in Norwich, won the Michael Marks Award in 2014 for her pamphlet What I Saw (Rialto).
Holly Singlehurst for ‘Hiroshima, 1961’. Holly Singlehurst, 23, has never been published as a poet before. She lives in Rutland and studied at Birmingham University.
Marc Brightside for ‘Eleven Years of May’. Marc Brightside is based in London and writes realist fiction for adults as well as poetry. He has a Master’s Degree and is
currently finishing his first collection.
Peter Wallis for ‘What can I say?’. Peter Wallis is widely published, and is the Submissions Editor for UK charity Poems in the Waiting Room. He lives in Norwich.

Further notes:
Fran Lock won third prize in the National Poetry Competition 2014 with her poem ‘Last Exit to Luton’, and was commended in 2015 for her poem ‘Gentleman Caller’.
Laura Scott won The Poetry Society’s Geoffrey Dearmer Prize in 2015.

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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Moniza Alvi was born in Pakistan and grew up in
Hertfordshire. After working for many years as a
schoolteacher in London, she is now a freelance
writer and tutor living in Wymondham, Norfolk.
Her first collection The Country at My Shoulder
(Oxford University Press, 1993) was shortlisted for
the T.S. Eliot and Whitbread poetry prizes and she
was amongst The Poetry Society’s ‘New Generation
Poets’ in 1994. Her later collections, published by
Bloodaxe Books, include Europa (2008) and At the
Time of Partition (2013). Both were shortlisted for
the T.S. Eliot Prize. Moniza received a
Cholmondeley Award in 2002.

Gerry Cambridge is a poet, essayist and editor with
substantial interest in print design and typography
as well as a background in natural history
photography. His recent books include Notes for
Lighting a Fire (HappenStance Press, 2012) and Aves
(Essence Press, 2007) – a collection of prose poems
about wild birds. The TLS, reviewing Notes for
Lighting a Fire, wrote: “[Cambridge’s] poetry has
something of Robert Frost’s tone and seriousness,
but rings with a deeply personal Scottish
resonance all its own.” Since 1995 Gerry has
published and edited The Dark Horse, a twice-yearly
transatlantic poetry journal. Dennis O’Driscoll
called it “among the truly outstanding poetry
magazines of the English-speaking world”.

Jack Underwood was born in Norwich in 1984,
and lectures in creative writing and English
literature at Goldsmiths College. He received an
Eric Gregory Award fromThe Society of Authors in
2007, and was named a Faber New Poet in 2009.
His debut collection, Happiness, was published by
Faber in 2015. He was a founding editor of the
anthology series Stop Sharpening Your Knives and has
written criticism for both The Poetry Review and
Poetry London.

National Poetry Competition judges
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The Curfew
by Stephen Sexton

The radicals sprung the locks that night, hurrah!
and their lovely collarbones were almost moonly.

Rhinos shrieked and bellowed, elephants tromboned
and the animals nosed into town.

Sunrise to sunrise and sunrise we kept indoors.
If you can’t count your onions, what can you count

my grandfather used to say. He said a lot of things.
Among the other miners he was legendary:

when no more than the thought of the pink crumple
of his infant daughter’s body came to mind

a glow would swell in the pit, the men
would mayhem bauxite by the light 

his tenderness emitted.
Some of me lived inside her even then.

The memorial fountain says nothing
of the weeks before the rescue failed

but mentions God which, as my grandfather
used to say, is just the name of the plateau

you view the consequences of your living from. 
Or something like that. He said a lot of things.

He grew wise and weary as an albatross 
and left for that great kingdom of nevertheless.

It would have pleased his handsome shoulders
to watch this grizzly scoop for salmon

in the fountain of his friends, or the Bengals,  
or the shakedown squad of chimpanzees 

who bang and bang on the grocery window.
One by one eleven miners starved to death.

In the streets they collar or tranquillise
the ocelots and run a spike of ketamine

through the plumbing in the fountain.
Dromedaries blue-mood around the pub

aloof under their reservoirs of fat.
I don't sleep, but oh plateau! these days                                  

of violence have been my happiest.
Even a cabbage is not without desire

my grandfather said one day, and now
among the animals, I feel under my wings

the words for things I thought I knew
departing, and I understand him.


