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Paula Bohince was the second prize winner in the 
National Poetry Competition 2013 for her poem 
‘Among Barmaids’. Matthew Sweeney, one of the 
judges of the competition that year, said of the 
poem: “With remarkable economy, the poem 
manages to construct an extremely detailed picture 
of the rituals of the bar-room, the lives of the 
barmaids [...] and the lives of the drinkers.” In  
this resource, Paula reflects on two other winning 
poems from the competition’s history that quickly 
create a captivating atmosphere of time and place.  
 
Paula says: “‘The Silkies’ by David Hart and 
‘Tangerines’ by Hugo Williams caught my attention 
by how they attempt to know their mysterious 
subjects: the island figure of Mrs Kendrick who  
may or may not be a shape-shifting, underwater 
creature and the glamorous, jet-setting parents  
who are constantly out of reach of their child.  
Both poems have aspects of the mild and the wild, 
and the tension between keeps their atmospheres 
slightly off-kilter. They seem to be poems of 
presence and absence, and what connects these 
concepts is imagination. Strange, specific, enclosed 
little worlds hold so many possibilities for your  
own interesting and memorable poems.”

National Poetry 
Competition resource  
by Paula Bohince

Using this resource 
 
The discussion points work equally well for 
individual contemplation or group discussion. If  
you are working with these poems in a class or group 
setting, you may wish to ask the questions to the 
whole group or choose to discuss in pairs.  
 
Feeling inspired? If you’d like to use these  
writing prompts to pen your own National  
Poetry Competition entry, the competition opens  
for submissions in the summer and closes on  
31 October every year. You can find out the most  
up-to-date information on how to submit to  
the competition at poetrysociety.org.uk/npc

‘The Silkies’ with its novelistic opening immediately 
draws the reader in and dares them to look away. Let’s 
look closely at how that first stanza unfold its essential 
details. A mysterious “Someone” (who?) casts the “evil 
eye” (why, and where are we that this would be a 
natural thing?) against a woman whose name (it’s the 
Mrs for me) may evoke a schoolteacher or librarian: 
Mrs Kendrick. Ah, but those witchy and alluring 
“crimson knickers” deepen the complexity of her 
character and are such a surprise in the poem, with 
that astonishing first stanza ending by letting us know 
we are in a harbour village. I was absolutely hooked  
at this point.  
 
How gorgeous is that “luminous” storm that follows? 
Oh, and that small detail of the wedding proposal as 
an afterthought to what the speaker is really intrigued 
by. Poor Jock! 
 
 

On ‘The Silkies’  
by David Hart 1-
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Points to discuss 
 
1.  I confess that I had to google the term ‘silkie’ and 
    found it to be an alternate term for ‘selkie’, a 
    shape-shifting creature who can turn from seal to 
    human, like a mermaid. Did your knowledge of
    this term affect your reading of the poem? Do 
    you mind having to look up unfamiliar terms, or 
    does that put you off a poem?  
  
2.  I was so intrigued by the name “Mrs Kendrick”.
    What does the formality of this name evoke for you? 
    Does it invite questions such as who or where is 
    Mr Kendrick? What other questions does it invite? 
  
3.  What do we know of the speaker of the poem? 
    What age do we imagine him or her to be? And is 
    the speaker trustworthy in their dream that 
    explains just who Mrs Kendrick is? 

  
4.  What tensions exist in the poem? Between people? 
    Between emotions? Between images? 
  
5.  The poem seems to corkscrew into more and more 
    strangeness, including that hellish underwater 
    imagery. What were the moments for you when 
    you may have felt slightly dislocated, unmoored, 
    shocked, or confused? Are there pleasures in  
    these sensations? 
  
6.  The poem opens with those “crimson knickers” 
    and ends so stunningly with that “hot red jam.” 
    What is the effect of these and other red images in 
    the poem? 
 
Writing prompts 
 
1.  Create your own version of a “Mrs Kendrick,” some 
    mysterious figure that you observe in a poem. Allow 
    yourself to make as many wild assumptions about 
    this figure as you like. Feel free to cast yourself as a 
    minor side character in the drama. 
 
2.  The “Nobody of us” in the poem illustrated for me 
    how the entire village seemed to be aligned against 
    Mrs. Kendrick. It was “us” against “her.” Write a 
    poem in which you’re the designated speaker for an 
    entire place, using “we” throughout instead of “I,” if 
    you like.
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‘Tangerines’ opens with an intriguing set of tensions. 
To begin with “Before the war” immediately raises 
questions of what happened during wartime, and 
after. The invocation of the word “war” against the 
fairy tale phrase “once-upon-a-time” suggests early on 
that this will be a poem of both adult and childlike 
worlds. I loved how the speaker can see his parents 
only through glimpses, through cigarette smoke and 
lush interiors, through his own imagination of them 
in France and that ultimate barrier of time. How 
isolated he is, trapped in his grand house and his 
timeline, with only Nanny and the mysterious “Tony 
and Mike” landed in the lake beyond his window 
view. That the speaker’s isolation and longing is 
rendered so plainly, so unemotionally, makes the 
poem all the more poignant.  
  
How beautifully those tangerines arrive like little suns 
at the poem’s end, and how moving the image of this 
left-behind child eating them, tucked away behind the 
sofa of his absent parents’ bedroom.  
 
Points to discuss 
 
1.  ‘Tangerines’ is filled with division and contrast. 
    There is forward and back, up and down, in and 
    out, before and after, light and dark, home and 
    away, people apart from each other. Locate places 
    where this occurs. What is the overall effect of this 
    on you as a reader?  
 
2.  What is the colour palette of this poem as it winds 
    its way through its stanzas? If it changes, why? 
    What is colour communicating? 
 

On ‘Tangerines’  
by Hugo Williams 

2
3.  Why do you think the word “war” is repeated 
    throughout the poem? How do the poem’s 
    glamorous images fit with the idea of war? 
  
4.  What do you think of the voice of the speaker in 
    its restrained, unemotional directness? Are there 
    glimpses, a specific word here and there, that seem 
    to tug toward a deeper undercurrent of emotion? 
  
5.  Do the parents and the speaker seem to be living 
    in two completely different timelines? What do 
    you make of how time operates in this poem? 
  
6.  In a poem filled with objects, how are the people 
    in the poem object-like, too? 
 
Writing prompts 
 
1.  Write about an incident or a time in your life as 
    objectively as you can, almost as if you are giving  
    a report, without any notion that it has to be 
    ‘poetic’. Allow the listing of plain facts and 
    details, in their accumulation, to deliver  
    the emotion. 
  
2.  The mood of this house is revealed through its 
    interiors. Write a list of at least ten objects you can 
    remember from your childhood house, the more 
    specific and detailed the better, and consider if 
    these reveal the mood of your own childhood. 
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David Hart 
The Silkies 
 
 
Someone last Autumn put the evil eye on Mrs Kendrick 
for hanging bright crimson knickers on the line 
in sight of where the boats come in, 
 
and as the word got around the island 
still the knickers flew there, 
and they flew through last week’s luminous storms 
and through the lovely day we had on Sunday 
when Jock proposed to me. Nobody of us 
 
has spoken to Mrs Kendrick all these winter days. My dream 
last night told me everyone has been cleared out 
and that in the stolen land Mrs Kendrick alone remains, 
she is hiding in a cave 
below the water line 
diving and gliding and eating blenny and shanny with the seals 
and whispering to them at the hurt reach of her voice, 
It’s all you’ve got 
wear the sea close, then she bleeds 
all the way home; she is wearing a room 
where the plaster flaps off the walls 
revealing pictures of the hosts of hell, 
dead pelicans queue on the roof, 
cupboards sag full of uneaten meals. 
windows have layers of faces into their dew. 
yet the wrath of roses on the door 
drips loveliness. Boats fill the harbour, 
 
it’s the time of year, Mrs Kendrick makes red hot jam 
for any captain away from home that wants it 
on his night toast. I kiss Jock 
 
on his rough lips in the shadows.

‘The Silkies’ by David Hart won first prize 
in the 1994 National Poetry Competition. 
© The author, 2021. More at 
poems.poetrysociety.org.uk
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Hugo Williams 
Tangerines 
 
Before the war was once-upon-a-time 
In 1947. I had to peer through cigarette smoke 
To see my parents in black and white, 
Lounging on zebra skins, while doormen 
Stood by doors in blue-grey uniforms. 
 
Nightclubs were darkened rooms, like mine, 
Where my parents stayed up so late 
It was light outside when Tony and Mike 
Rode their bicycles into the lake. 
 
I wished I was alive before the war, 
But after the war was where I had to stay, 
Upstairs in the nursery, with Nanny 
And the rocking-horse. It sounded more fun 
To dance all night and fly to France for breakfast, 
But after the war I had to go to bed. 
 
In my prisoner’s pyjamas I looked through 
Bannisters into that polished, pre-war place 
Where my parents lived. If I leaned out 
I could see the elephant’s foot 
And a round mirror which bulged from time to time 
With hats and coats and shouts, 
Then emptied like a bath. 
 
Every summer my parents got in the car 
And went to the South of France. 
I longed to go with them, but I was stuck 
In 1948 with Nanny Monkenbeck. 
 
They sent me sword-shaped eucalyptus leaves 
And purple, pre-war flowers, pressed 
Between the pages of my first letters. One year 
A box of tangerines arrived for me from France. 
I hid behind the sofa in my parents’ bedroom, 
Eating my way south to join them.  

‘Tangerines’ by Hugo Williams 
won second prize in the National 
Poetry Competition 1980. © The 
author, 2021. More at 
poems.poetrysociety.org.uk
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FREE  second poem for Poetry 
Society 

members

Judges: Fiona Benson, David 
Constantine & Rachel Long 
 
Enter online at poetrysociety.org.uk/npc 
Deadline for entries: 31 October 2021 
 
Ten prizes  
First Prize: £5,000 
Second Prize: £2,000 
Third Prize: £1,000 
Commendations: £200 
 
Established in 1978, The Poetry Society’s 
National Poetry Competition is one of the 
world’s biggest and most prestigious poetry 
contests. Winners include both established 
and emerging poets, and for many the prize 
has proved an important career milestone. 
Win, and add your name to a roll-call that 
includes Carol Ann Duffy, Ruth Padel, Tony 
Harrison, Jo Shapcott, Colette Bryce, Philip 
Gross and Sinéad Morrissey. 
 
Entry fees: £7 for your first poem; £4 for  
each subsequent poem in the same 
submission. Free second poem for Poetry 
Society members.  
 
Full details and rules at 
www.poetrysociety.org.uk/npc 
 
 
National Poetry Competition artwork by Whooli Chen, 
centralillustration.com/illustration/whooli-chen

Enter the National Poetry 
Competition 2021 


