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The idea of my writing poetry may have originated in my
winning second prize in a national poetry competition for
primary school children. Our whole class was asked to
write an extra verse to Old Mother Hubbard. I was seven at
the time.
When I was about 16, I remember a conversation with my
parents that went like this:
Them What do you want to do when you leave school?
Me Write.
Them What do you want to write?
Me I don’t know.
Sixty years later after a life of writing various things –
plays, teenage poems, an MA thesis, children’s stories,
English language textbooks, music magazine articles and
songs – I find myself writing poetry again. I’ve had a few
very minor successes: the odd poem in local collections
and magazines, a few broadcast on local radio, and a
political poem in The Morning Star.
But it’s dawning on me gradually that I don’t really know
what makes a good modern poem. I know it doesn’t have
to rhyme, scan neatly or be of a certain length, but I’ve
also discovered that it doesn’t have to have a meaning –
or at least a meaning that I can understand. I find this
baffling. Last Christmas, my son bought me a collection
of modern poems by young UK poets and, try as I might,
I can’t understand any of them. Around the same time, I
subscribed to the London Review of Books and barely
understood any of their poems either. I’m certainly not
saying these are not good poems, just that they don’t
mean anything to me. I feel like an outsider in a foreign
culture. Is this perhaps an age-related disability?
Perhaps I’m stuck in a 20th century literary black hole?
I’m not sure. These feelings led me to write this:
If you understand a poem,
does it mean it’s mediocre?
And if you don’t,
does it mean you’re dim?

I like the sound of poems
and their appearance on a page,
but some of them elude me -
their significance, I mean.
I’m writing poems now myself.
It’s easier that way.
At least I understand them,
I just hope other people will.
Having said all this, there are a lot of poets I do enjoy and
understand: Roger McGough, Simon Armitage, Blake
Morrison, Philip Larkin, Seamus Heaney, Michael Rosen,
and indeed most of the poems published in Suffolk
Poetry Society publications.
Recently, I came across the following possible explanation
for my puzzlement in the introduction to another large
collection of poems by writers of many nationalities, a lot
of which, I’m relieved to say, I do understand.
The UK poetry world often seems a ridiculous, embarrassing,
and unfriendly place. The exchange and dissemination of
poetry is increasingly policed by the values of show business
and big business, and public conversations about poetry are
often unkind, uncomradely, and ungenerous. For all the
current talk of diversity, the poetry world seems determined to
alienate as many people as possible. The language of the
bouncers at the door may change, but you still need to show
your invitation to get in.
(Introduction to Smokestack Lightning, Smokestack Books,
2021, edited by Andy Croft ISBN978-1-8384653-2-2)
Could my sense of alienation be caused simply by
another aspect of our Great British class system: the
tendency some people have to prove their intellectual
superiority by using language which they know only a
privileged minority will understand – or pretend to
understand?
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