Saveas Writers’  Siege of Canterbury Millennial Competition, Poetry
Adjudicator’s Report: 

First I want to thank Luigi and the rest of Save As for allowing me the privilege of judging this competition. The standard of submissions was really very high, and it was tough to differentiate between many of them. I had originally intended to have, aside from the 3 winners, only a couple of honourable mentions. However, I had four poems that deserved some recognition at the prize-giving, and I couldn’t whittle them down. There just wasn’t room for manoeuvre. So we’ve got four honourable mentions, and three winners. Which is good news for everyone, because it means we get to hear more great work.
When I started thinking about the topic of the siege, it struck me that this could be a difficult topic for the production of poetry. It would require a processing of a certain amount of historical and cultural information. Rather than fall back on their creative instincts, the poets would have to wrestle within a framework of images and ideas. They would have to adopt a mode of language, a way of speaking that would evoke the period without sounding contrived. This made me a little concerned. Would there be that many good poems? Would there be variation? Would there be a reliance on rhetoric or reportage and a lack of lyrical beauty? Once the subs arrived, it didn’t take long to see that I was worried about nothing. It was like having a treasure chest dropped onto the doorstep. 
Rather than talk about the poems in general, I’d like to say a brief something about each one of the shortlisted pieces. A full report is on its way, but for the moment, let’s reflect on just what set the shortlisted poems apart.

The four honourable mentions might have missed out on a prize, but I hope that I can convey just how close a call it was. I should also say that these are in no particular order. I only managed to divide the three winners from the pack after much agonised close reading; I don’t think it’s possible to find a hair’s breadth of space between these four.

Palm Sunday, by Gillian Laker, impressed me with its bold language. It was neat, muscular, and I loved some of the lines and it had what all good poems need: a strong ending. 
Gold is the Colour, by Jo Field, held the narrative really well. It told a grim story, supported all the while with a real rhythm and sense of the dramatic. It felt like the siege itself was unfolding on the page.

A Witness Worth of Words by Ron Ogilvie showed a beautiful grip on language, how it can be used to evoke a sense of time and place. It was almost like it had travelled through time to us now, picking up a sense of modern English along the way but not losing its authenticity.
Ruth Henderson’s The Siege of Canterbury managed to bind the events of the siege into a strong system, the rhyme scheme never faltering through seven finely wrought stanzas, making for an effective and accessible piece.
We’d like to invite Gillian, Jo and Ruth to please read their poems now. I believe Jo will also be reading Ron’s piece as he sadly can’t be with us.
(Gilliam Laker – Palm Sunday ; Gold is the Colour – Jo Field)
(A Witness Worth of Words – Ron Ogilvie ; The Siege of Canterbury – Ruth Henderson)
Now onto the winners. These three poems manage to clamber above the rest of the submissions due either to emotional impact of the sheer perfection of expression. I knew they were the best three poems, but placing them in order was a nightmare. I had to be super-picky, I had to penalise for even the slightest wavering of sense or perspective. I hate to do that, it’s horrible to have to look specifically for negative elements in a poem you really, really like. It wasn’t easy to do, either, but I didn’t want to stand here and say it was subjective. That’s almost like taking the winner’s prize away, isn’t it? At last, I managed to find my reasons, which I won’t reveal – tonight’s about celebrating the obvious strengths of the submissions, not blowing up what really are microscopic imperfections.

So now on to the winner of the Third Place prize.
This poem stood out immediately from the rest because of its angle. Where many poets focused on the events of the siege in a very literal sense, this poem explored a more romantic aspect. It took me away, reminded me that the participants had their own reality, their own sense of mystery and grandeur, which to us is perhaps barbaric and strange. Yet the poem was not moralistic or judgemental. It took a chance, and was a beautiful, uplifting piece, not without a few great lines. 
So I’d like to invite Nicky Gould to read her poem, Valkyrie.

(NICKY READS)
The Second Place poem managed to make the events uniquely personal. It didn’t just tell us what happened; it seemed to climb inside the head of one of the principle protagonists. It did this with a grace, a richness and an impact that draws you in, delights you and convinces you of its own truth. When a poet can build a little world, make you live in it, and then leave you feeling like it wasn’t sleight of hand, this is real talent. 

So I’d like to invite winner of the Second Place prize, Sonia Overall, to read her poem, Unready.

(SONIA READS)
And finally, the winning poem. It’s hard enough to write one good poem for a topic like this. The winning poem is, effectively, three poems as one. We hear from Aelfmaer, we hear from the plunderers themselves, and finally a woman of Canterbury as she speaks to her son about the violent events that shaped his life. Each one is brilliant: great opening lines, strong rhythm, rich language. Each has a different tone. There was so much craft in the poem too, so much thought applied to each turn of phrase. It also remembers, aside from the venerable personages and the aggressors themselves, that the siege was about the people, the civilians, those left behind and how they cope with the agony of survival, and of returning to daily life. Without further ado, I would like to invite Derek Sellen to read his poem, The Siege of Canterbury: Three Voices. 

(DEREK READS)
Christopher Hobday
