The Elmet Poetry Prize was run for the first time in National Year of Reading 2008 as a joint enterprise by Calderdale Libraries, Museums and Arts and The Elmet Trust. The theme of the competition was Remains.
The following are the 2008 winners as chosen by Frieda Hughes.

City Life

Traffic was at a standstill

due to an ambulance criss-cross in Carfax

where three men, fluorescent,

crouched by an elderly woman

who murmured something – 

I’m sorry to be a nuisance

would have gone with the smile she gave – 

at which one of the men

pressed her shoulder;

yet what she’d said turned out a kind of farewell

for she seemed to lose a dimension

there and then to dissolve into the greyness of the road.

Gillian Rathbone 
Oxford

Runner up

The Tally
The constant gateman, he kept his lock

And tallied ships – no grander horizon

Than straight rendering of weight and worth.

(He never tried for harbour master.)

His proud child, I whetted my senses

On the rough sniff of his dock kingdom

Palm oil tang, ropes and rust

Salt, and raw, wrinkled rubber.

I still hear the grey, whooping warships

And wrestle the squalls whining to grab me

From the dock beacon. I dream the savour

Of his warm hut and the spit of bacon.

Stubborn at Hitler’s smoke and shrapnel

He sweated a dogged, three-shift life

Pork and pudding on Boxing Day

Night service and snatched day-sleep.

His death papers said that the hard men

Of the Dock and Harbour Board had classed him

Docketed and fully weighed

At their tally – “a weekly servant.”

Ellis Lloyd

Lymm,  Cheshire

Runner up

Insomnia

They say it’s harder for those left behind,

so why do you keep trying to get back?

These days I’m sleeping with the light on,

expert in the phases of the moon,

the early morning train times, the taxonomy

of moths. Even with my eyes screwed shut,

I note the clock’s red flick as if you’d passed

a hand across my face. The milky drinks

in the small hours of the kitchen,

lit by the fridge’s cinema glow, the burbling

background of the World Service,

its RP reassurance giving way to patriotic

music, weather continents distant,

the far flung potential of the shipping forecast – 

nothing drives you off. How many years was it

before the ground had settled back to make

a headstone worth its while? The rose

your mother threw must have joined

you long ago in a slow dance of rot and growth.

It seems just yesterday that staying up till dawn 

was all we wanted. Be careful what you wish for.

The chink of milk bottles, the baby’s cries,

a two-tone siren streets away, all mark

the daily absences of life.

Lydia Macpherson

Babraham, Cambridgeshire

Second Prize Winner

Wet Harvests

Here on the east coast

The wives and mothers

Wanted their men back, to dry out

Under their own rafters,

Once the sea had dropped its cold claim

On their inheritance.

And so, when a coble sank

With all hands, was it too much to ask

Of the generous waves

To return the hapless dead

To the shores of the towns that bred them,

For burial in calm graves, under slack soils,

Where the churches lay anchored

To their beds of simple faith.

But sometimes the tides would hold them back

For weeks. Sometimes the currents

Would swim them up and down the coast

Until they were miles from home.

Strangers would wash up on the beach;

Men that could be kin, but weren’t,

Except that under their bleached skin

All drowned mariners are spliced in the blood

With all the wives and all the mothers

And all the sisters and all the sweethearts

Who have the sea-salt flowing in their tears

And far bigger tides in their own breasts

Than ever ripped keel and deck apart

Or shook the arrogance of piers.

To sort Withersea from Bridlington

The women turned to worsteds

And big needles, clacking post-codes

Into ganseys, thinking the shroud

Into the wool, and teaching their own blend

Of rib and cable to the black-fingered girls.

How their thick ply foiled the sea’s sick game.

Now the draggled fleece on the shingle

Had a name. Now the shore-crabs

And the gulls could strip drowned men to the bone,

But never pick the parish records 

From their plains and purls.

Roy Cockcroft

Langtoft, East Yorkshire

First Prize Winner

