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The Foyle Young Poets of the Year Award turns 20
Two decades after it was first founded, the Foyle Award is firmly established 

as the key competition for young poets aged between 11 and 17 years. 
Two-time winner Martha Sprackland salutes its success

This year marks the twentieth anniversary of the Foyle Young Poets
of the Year Award, the most prestigious prize of its type for young
writers. Over these two decades the Award has shone a light on some of

the most exciting emerging poets of their generation, supporting them in
their writing and offering crucial, life-changing encouragement. I was lucky
to be one of those young writers whose life was changed, and the difference it
made is colossal.

On the starry roll-call of alumni are writers now at the forefront of the
international conversation, many of whom have gone on to publish award-
winning books. Among these are Sarah Howe (a Foyle Young Poet in 2000),
winner of the T.S. Eliot Prize in 2016 for her first collection Loop of Jade,
Caleb Klaces (2002), A.K. Blakemore (2007), Theophilus Kwek (2010), and
Emily Haworth-Booth (a winner in 1998, the very first iteration of the
prize), whose beautiful illustrations appear on these pages. Jay Bernard, a
winner in 2005, won The Poetry Society’s Ted Hughes Award 2017 and
publishes a full-length collection with Chatto in 2019. Helen Mort is a five-
time winner who has, in the years since, published a Costa- and T.S. Eliot-
prize shortlisted collection, Division Street, and returned in 2012 to be a
judge for the Award. She’s not the only returnee: Caroline Bird, who was with
me on our winners’ week in 1999, and also won again the following year, is
the Award’s 2018 judge, alongside Daljit Nagra.

Whatever we went on to do afterwards, I know that all of us Foyle
winners felt the power and the exhilaration of winning, even though, at age
eleven, I couldn’t have anticipated quite how much it would mean to me, and
how soon. I was whisked away to Lumb Bank in what felt like the depths of
winter, the youngest of a group of fifteen poets that was to spend the next
week in glorious isolation, up to the ears in poetry, writing furiously, our lives
depending on it, our lives coming to depend on it. This was my first

introduction to writing workshops, to being tutored, to receiving and under-
standing criticism of my work, and I came home blitzed and exhausted and
sure of myself in a way I don’t recall I ever was before.

It doesn’t end there. “The Foyle Award does more than acknowledge
the poetry you’ve already written,” says Haf Davies, a 2005 winner and now a
parliamentary assistant in the House of Commons, “it also gives you the tools
and the community to support your writing into the future.” All through the
two decades that have followed, that early spark has kept glowing. I have
been a poetry editor for magazines and for publishers, read at festivals,
studied poetry at university and published a pamphlet of my own. Many of
these experiences were supported in some way by The Poetry Society, including
an internship. All of them, I can trace back to 1999 and that strong thread of
self-belief tied in place by that first success. It’s hard to overstate the difference
the Award made and the confidence it instilled. The thrill that I could
possibly be good at something I loved so much has lasted down the years.

Read on to hear the many ways in which this vital endeavour has
launched not only the careers and writing lives of many but, also, how it
has contributed to the wider poetry landscape, not only within the confines
of these islands but farther, much farther afield. The competition has
always been borderless, open to poets around the world, and has seen
entries from Singapore, Syria, Zimbabwe, Myanmar, Japan, Brazil, Kuwait.
To bring together young writers across such great distances and to celebrate
their writing as one cohort – this is a radical and essential act. The Foyle
Young Poets of the Year Award has been doing this for twenty years; it must
continue for many, many, many more to come.s

Martha Sprackland is an editor for Offord Road Books, Poetry London and 
La Errante. She was a Foyle Award winner in 1999 and 2005.



Haf Davies

My dad encouraged me to enter the competition, and I’m
very grateful to him for doing so! I was so surprised to win,
and I especially remember being very excited about the awards

event in London; another part of my prize was having a poet come to teach
a poetry lesson to my Year 7 English class. In the long term, the Foyle
Award was a very validating experience. Even years later, during the some-
times-frustrating process of drafting and re-drafting a poem, or when

facing the challenge of a new poetry project, the
assurance of having been recognised by the Award

has helped me have the confidence to carry on. It
does more than acknowledge the poetry you’ve
already written, it also gives you the tools and
the community to support your writing into the
future.

I now work in the House of Commons. For
me poetry, like politics, relies on self-awareness, on

new ideas, and on making repeated revisions in the
hope of creating something better.

Haf was a winner in 2005, and now works as a Parliamentary Assistant in
the House of Commons.
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Adham Smart

Without any exaggeration, I can say that if it hadn’t been for
the Foyle Award, I probably wouldn’t have gone on to write with
any kind of seriousness. To have your writing recognised

at an international level by people who don’t know you
is incredibly encouraging. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve
always been grateful for the support of my family
and friends, but it’s one thing for your parents to
say your writing is good, and another to be selected
from thousands of entrants by established poets.
Winning the Foyle is like fixing a rocket booster
to your writing – your increased confidence alone
means you’re much more likely to take it seriously.

Adham, a winner in 2006, 2007 and 2009, is a linguist, and has also
directed at Blackheath Youth Theatre.

Ellie Kendrick

I happened to see a leaflet for the Foyle Award in my school
library. Thank the lord for that little leaflet. I was overjoyed
to win. It gave me so much more confidence in my

writing, which has helped carry me through to where I
am today. Being taken seriously as a writer by other
people allowed me to do the same for myself. My first
play is coming on at London’s Royal Court Theatre at
the end of this year, I’ve co-written a play for Radio 4,
and I’m working on several TV scripts. Writing is very
much a part of my career at the moment, and a lot of
that started with the FYP. It was the first time someone
outside my school/friends/family said: ‘yeah, alright then. We’re
interested. Now do a bit more.’

Ellie, a winner in 2007, is a playwright, scriptwriter and actor. Her roles
include Meera Reed in Game of Thrones.

Sarah Howe

The desire to write didn’t loom large in my childhood. I’ve always
felt a sneaking envy for writers who describe feverishly filling notebooks
as teenagers. I don’t think it would be an exaggeration to say that the

Foyle (or Simon Elvin as it was for the first three years)
nudged open a door in my head. It was genuinely

the first time it occurred to me that poets could
be real, breathing people – the ones tutoring
our Arvon retreat were the first I’d ever met –
and not just dead white men in books! The fact
that so many Foyle alumni are still poets now,

and would doubtless give you a similar answer, is
a clue to the competition’s cherished place in the

poetry landscape.
Co-editing an issue of The Poetry Review with Maurice Riordan was a

wonderful experience, full of discovery. One of the best aspects of it was
the excuse to contact much-admired poets I’d never met to solicit work, at
the same time as finding gems in the postbag – too many to publish. I
don’t think sixteen-year-old me could have foreseen that future when she
saw the competition flyer tacked up on the [English] noticeboard, and
thought, ‘Why not? Surely I can work out how to write a poem?’

Sarah’s debut collection, Loop of Jade, won the T.S. Eliot Prize in 2016.
She was a Foyle winner in 2000.

“Like fixing a rocket booster to your writing”
There are Foyle Young Poets working in every corner of society, 
setting the world alight. Here, we meet just a few former winners 

who explain what the competition has meant to them
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Jay Bernard

I was commended when I was sixteen, then won when I was
seventeen. It was a massive graft. Foyle is a unique opportunity because
you are faced, quite straightforwardly, with the question of whether you

are going to be a poet. Thirteen years later, many of the
people from my year are somewhere on my bookshelf, or I

see their names pop up as editors, journalists, lawyers,
or workers in arts organisations. Even if you never win,
even if you decide that poetry is not for you, the expe-
rience of entering with serious intention and then
being selected for the quality of what you have produced

– that does something. Quite a lot, actually: you’re part
of an international group who have this happy, sacred

thing to share.

Jay Bernard was a SLAMbassadors winner in 2004 and Foyle winner in
2005. Jay won the Ted Hughes Award in 2018.
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A.K. Blakemore

Ientered the competition after a workshop at my school run by the
poet Clare Pollard. She suggested I did, and I followed through on a
whim, not expecting anything to come of it. Winning undoubtedly

changed my life – it was a vindication that what until
then had been a bedroom pursuit might have some
sort of worth or meaning to people beyond myself.

Coming from a state comprehensive where –
despite the efforts of some excellent English teachers
– the syllabus was limited and fairly conservative,
the win and the Arvon course opened up a world
of writers, styles and practices I’d never even heard
of. And, of course, it was the crucible of an awkward
teenage romance which required a lot of free-verse purging,
so you’ve got that on your heads.

There are FYP alumni everywhere: editors, academics, poets, critics...
I think it’s testament to the Foyle Award just how embedded in the scene
most of us end up being. In fact, my new book, Fondue, out now with
Offord Road Books, is edited by another Foyle winner Martha Sprackland. 

Amy’s first collection, Humbert Summer, won the Melita Hume Prize, and
her second, Fondue, is out now. She was a winner in 2007 and 2008.

Cyrus Larcombe-Moore

Winning in 2016 was a validation, proof that I could be a
writer and a poet, and gifted me self-belief, leading me to later
enter the National Poetry Competition. Being longlisted in that

was unbelievable. I was surprised and I certainly wasn’t prepared. The
plans I’m making for a pamphlet come directly from

the confidence that has been given to me by the
longlisting, and by meeting fellow Foyle winner
Helen Mort – she knew my poem, she’d read my
winning work. Without the Award I would not
be going to study English Literature at university,
I wouldn’t consider my future to be as a poet,

and neither would I have the support of the
many great writers I met on the Arvon course.

Cyrus was a winner in 2016, and was longlisted in the National Poetry
Competition the very next year.

Emily Haworth-Booth

1998 seems so long ago now, but I do remember being completely
elated at being chosen as one of the winners – it was an amazing boost
for my confidence at an age (seventeen) when it’s easy to feel very

confused and not confident at all. The prize allowed me to have an identity
as a writer that helped me to feel more grounded and as though I had
purpose in the world at a time when adulthood was looming
and the world was getting serious and scary.

I think I was already pretty serious about writing
when I won, but the whole experience galvanised my
dream of eventually making this my day job. The
community of other young poets was perhaps the
most important gift, which became a life-changing
source of support both during and after the course. I
was a bit of a misfit at school and it was perhaps the
first time that I felt like I’d found my tribe, creatively
and personally.

Emily, a winner in 1998, teaches the graphic novel course at the Royal
Drawing School, London, and supplied the illustrations for these pages.

Theophilus Kwek

Throughout the years that I was submitting to the Foyle Award,
the UK and its poetry scene existed, for me, mostly in the imagination.
I knew it as the source of poems I loved (W.H. Auden and Carol Ann

Duffy were among my favourites at the time). Being commended made me
feel all this was less distant, that its writers and poetry gatekeepers were
hoping to start a wider conversation and that I, a schoolboy
from Singapore, could begin to be part of it.

These days, serving as an editor in different
capacities for various publications, I am driven
by two key impulses: the knowledge that the
often-thankless task of editing is no less important
than the work of writing itself, and the com-
mitment to making every platform an inclusive
and many-splendoured one. Much the same com-
mitment to diversity, I think, has made the Foyle
Award an increasingly exciting platform for young writers.

Theophilus was a winner in 2010 and 2011. He is the editor of Oxford
Poetry and is Chief Executive Assistant at Asymptote, an international
journal of translation.

Caroline Bird

If I hadn’t won the Foyle Award I don’t
think I’d have had the necessary recklessness
to say – with my audible voice – I am a

writer. In 2002, on the second winners’ course I
went on, one of the tutors – Cliff Yates – suggested
that I ‘send some poems off ’ and I treated this like a James Bond mission. 

I entered because someone had given my mum a leaflet for the com-
petition (‘your daughter writes poems, doesn’t she?’) that she had pinned
to the fridge. I was twelve years old. I distinctly remember making a big
ceremonial trip, on my own, to the postbox. I never thought I would win;
it was just a massive deal for me to print them out and put them in an
envelope. I’d been cultivating a secret stash of poems in my room – in a box
under my bunk-bed – since I was ten. I thought I was a strange child... that
is, until I met the other young poets on the Arvon course, poets who are now
staples of the poetry world – Martha Sprackland, Sarah Howe, Holly Hopkins,
Swithun Cooper, the famous Yates clan; I feel very chuffed that we were
forged in the same little fire.

In judging the competition this year I’ll be hoping to see poems that
make me think ‘woah, I never thought I’d find that’. The Foyle Award is a
massive injection of respect – proper, deep respect – towards the writing
and wisdom of young people all over the world.

Caroline was a winner in 1999 and in 2000, and her debut collection
Looking Through Letterboxes came out in 2002. Her latest, In These Days
of Prohibition, was shortlisted for the 2017 T.S. Eliot Prize and Ted Hughes
Award. She and Daljit Nagra are judging the 2018 Foyle competition.

Were you 

a Foyle winner?

Tell us about

your experience!

#FoyleYoungPoets  
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“Students are only limited by the timidity of their education,”
teacher and Foyle Young Poet Caleb Klaces tells us. “There is no
good reason why students of any age can’t be introduced to the

most adventurous poetry.”
Over the life of the competition we have received more than 195,000

poems from well over 80,000 poets. In 2017, 6,079 young people entered

wouldn’t be the same without the contribution that teachers and librarians
in schools across the world have made to it. Increasingly we receive
submissions online, but there is nothing quite like the joy of receiving a
package of poems, sometimes beautifully illustrated, from a school.  

Encouraging your students to enter Foyle Young Poets really might
change their lives. Sarah Howe, who went on to win the T.S. Eliot Award
and guest edit The Poetry Review, reflects, “I don’t think sixteen-year-old me
could have foreseen that future when she saw the competition flyer tacked
up on the [English] noticeboard, and thought, ‘Why not? Surely I can work
out how to write a poem?’” Our Foyle-winning illustrator Emily Haworth-
Booth notes the importance of finding a community of like-minded young
writers: “I was a bit of a misfit at school and it was perhaps the first time
that I felt like I’d found my tribe, creatively and personally.”

Last year the competition received entries from 72 countries. Kerrin
P. Sharpe, a New Zealand-based teacher responsible for entering a raft of
winning and commended poets, says: “I began sending poetry to the Foyle
Award in 2004. Every time one of my students has been a winner there has
been a sense of excitement among all my students, and a renewed

commitment to their writing. The Award represents a wonderful international
opportunity for young New Zealand poets, an opportunity to test themselves
against the best in the world.”  

Pascale Petit taught on the most recent Arvon course for Foyle winners,
and tells us, “In the current political climate, there is no room for poetry, so
thank you to the Foyle Young Poets Award for providing the space to
counter that attitude. It is a powerful force, and should not be cast aside if
we are to progress and survive.” This is echoed by Cliff Yates, poet and
Foyle judge in 2002: “Education is more important than the political issue
it’s become. It’s fundamental to our future.” He goes on to say, “Creativity
needs to be at the centre of the curriculum. The experience of writing
poems in the classroom transforms all students’ writing… in all subjects.”

“I suppose we were taught poetry the way most people are at school...
but I think that to actually like it you need to be stimulated creatively,
which is hard to do when you’re inside such a regimented education
system,” says Adham Smart. If you are a teacher, why not use Foyle as a way
to make a creative intervention in your class? The Teacher Trailblazer pro-
gramme run alongside the competition offers tips and ideas, as well as
lesson plans and worksheets using winning poems to inspire new writing
and encourage analytical skills. Jane Anderson, a teacher who has been
involved with the Award from the very beginning, is clear about the impact.
“Writing poems helps you understand how poems work. Kids who enjoy
poetry will write better exam responses.” And more than that, after the
exams are over, the impact of engaging with Foyle remains, as it did with
Caleb Klaces: “Encouraged and challenged, I kept writing, for which I’ll be
forever grateful.”s

For more information, contact The Poetry Society education team:
educationadmin@poetrysociety.org.uk

Writing poetry is an act of discovery
Twenty years of Foyle Young Poets in schools

Foyle Young Poets of the Year
Read more about The Poetry
Society’s work with young people
and schools by visiting
poetrysociety.org.uk/education

Find Foyle lesson plans and tips
by Teacher Trailblazers, winning
poems and much, much more at
poetrysociety.org.uk/foyle where
you will also find information on
how to enter the current Foyle
Young Poets of the Year Award.

Join The Poetry Society as an
individual or schools’ member. Visit
poetrysociety.org.uk/membership
for more details.  

About The Poetry Society
The Poetry Society is the leading
poetry organisation in the UK. 
For over 100 years we’ve been 
a lively and passionate source of
energy and ideas, opening up 
and promoting poetry to an ever-
expanding community. The Poetry
Society champions poetry for all
ages. poetrysociety.org.uk

About the Foyle Foundation
The Foyle Foundation has invested
in the Foyle Young Poets of the
Year Award since 2001, one 
of its longest partnerships.
foylefoundation.org.uk

Foyle Young Poets News is a Poetry
News supplement, published by The
Poetry Society, 22 Betterton St, London,
WC2H 9BX, UK • 020 7420 9880
educationadmin@poetrysociety.org.uk
poetrysociety.org.uk/foyle

“We need to read young poets, and
listen to young poets... that utter
freshness can’t be brought back, 
and teenagers have a rawness – 
their eyes are peeled in a way 
that adults can rarely achieve.”

– Caroline Bird, Foyle 2018 judge

“So much poetry taught at schools 
is geared towards passing tests… 
the Foyle Award is there to remind
students that creativity is fun and
can be rewarded. Many of our best
poets started life as writers of the
competition. Winning the competition
gives you entry into a poetic community.”
– Daljit Nagra, Foyle 2018 judge

Take flight with the Foyle Young Poets of the Year Award


