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Introduction

I am delighted that we have been able to have a second poetry  
competition - a follow-up to the first which took place whilst we were  
in lockdown.  
 
Chester Cathedral encourages ‘Discovery, Encounter and Faith’ for  
everyone: as visitors enter the Cathedral and as the worshipping  
community gather for services, for Bible study or social educational  
activities.  Poetry offers the encounter with language that, as TS Eliot 
says, can somehow, ‘communicate before it is understood’.  The reader 
of a poem discovers in the content and arrangement of language, more 
about both the world in which they live and about themselves. Poetry 
is not only as Samuel Taylor Coleridge says, ‘The best words in the best 
order’ it is also the ‘rhythmical creation of beauty in words’ (Edgar Allen 
Poe).  God the creator has given the gift of words to poets to take us  
beyond ourselves into other worlds, to make us smile, to make us  
question our own behaviour and to reflect our world back to us in  
a mirror. 
 
Once again, we decided to seek the talent of younger poets and so offer 
it to those of 16-18 years and 19-25 years.  I am very grateful to the Briggs 
Charitable Trust for their support of the competition.  The standard of 
poetry submitted was very high and I look forward to following the  
career of these young talented poets in the future  

Canon Jane Brooke 
Vice Dean and Canon Missioner 
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Young People’s Poetry Competition

Part of the privilege of being Poet in Residence is to encourage others 
on the poetry journey, both in the pleasures of reading and the creativity 
of writing.

This is our second Young People’s Poetry Competition at Chester  
Cathedral.  As before, the competition has caught the eye of young  
poets far and wide, with poems arriving from all four nations of the UK.

Our first Poetry Competition finished as Covid lockdown began.  
This year’s has taken place on the other side, so Awakening seemed an  
appropriate theme.  Entries reflected the wide creative range of  
possibilities it opened up.

I would like to thank the Briggs Charitable Trust for generously  
sponsoring the competition and also our judge, Fran Pridham, for her 
attentive and discerning reading of our entries.

I have entered poetry competitions myself, and know the courage  
needed to risk the exposure of a judge’s scrutiny.  So I would like to 
thank all our entrants for the quality of their work and their willingness 
to share it with us.  It is exciting to see how lockdown has been a poetic 
stimulus and starting point for some of our winners.

In the summer of 2020, we hosted our Prize Winners’ Reading evening  
on Zoom out of necessity.  In September 2022, we are doing it by design. 
It is the only practical way to bring all our winners together and  
subsequently share the event outside the Cathedral walls.

Meanwhile, we hope you enjoy reading these unique and varied poems, 
and meeting the bright young people behind them.

 
Julia McGuinness 

Poet in Residence



A big thank you to all of those who had the courage to trust me with 
your poems.  I empathise with the vulnerability felt in sending work to 
be scrutinised in a competition!  But I have had a lovely time reading 
your many touching and thought-provoking pieces and even if you 
haven’t secured yourself a prize you can be sure you haven’t let yourself 
down.  All the poems contributed in a positive way to give me a  
privileged glimpse into different minds and ways of seeing the world as 
you shared your ‘awakenings’ with me!

Sometimes people have simply taken the title literally and the poems 
have brought me to the strange half-awake world of the early morning 
or the dark shadows of an insomniac’s startled awakening after a brief 
nap.  Others have dealt with epiphany moments in their love story 
where sometimes positive changes were captured as they realised the 
depth of their love or more negatively the poem reflected trigger  
moments that enabled them to see their love had disappeared or simply 
been misunderstood.  Some awoke to their sexuality, some discovered 
their purpose in life and others simply came to a fresh appreciation of 
the moment they were in!

Most if not all of the poems contained small gems.  Take Blind Eyes 
Awakening.  It’s crafted in metaphors to capture the feeling of an  
epiphany moment that descends with, ‘little chance/to avoid being 
caught like being drenched/by a downpour from a clear Summer sky.’ 
Neat.  There are moments of wisdom, for example in Emergence when 
the narrator’s observing her mother leads realises, ‘This is her first life 
too.’  There were titles that demanded the poem be read, such as, ‘The 
Cherubs awakening to the ways of God’ and attention-grabbing  
openings, ‘The ants are awake / They have been / Dying in honey all 
night.’ There were philosophical conclusions, ‘It’s time to wake up my 
love, / this world is waiting for you.’

What I found myself drawn to though were poets who had spent much 
time editing, paring down their poems so that no word or phrase was 
unnecessary and the rhythm was sustained throughout.  I loved poems 
where the detail was specific and the senses appealed to but most of all 
I chose poems that seized my imagination and refused to be ignored!

Competition Report



As winner in the 16-18 category I chose ‘Awakening as strange mercy’.  
Something in the power of this poem was compelling.  The title  
intrigued me.  The framing at the beginning and end focused the reader 
on the moment and I felt plunged into the drama of awakening where 
death brought life.  The religious echoes gave the poem resonance but 
the first-person narrator also gave it an intimacy. And all this before even 
acknowledging that Howl Pendragon and Calcifer have a whole world 
already dedicated to them!

For second place ‘A Microcosm’ was the obvious choice.  This poem was 
for me the equivalent of the little black dress.  No fuss but a lot of style. 
The poem could be underestimated because of its simplicity but that for 
me is its appeal.  There are no wasted words.  The poem has the classic 
structure where a specific moment described in detail triggers a  
reflection or an awakening.  This is a moment that otherwise could have 
passed unnoticed but instead has revealed a different way of seeing the 
world.  Simple but clever.

‘I dreamt I was a plastic bag’ gained third place simply because this 
poem is pure fun.  It’s structure is simply a list but the detail is precise, 
the play with sound engaging and its vividness secure because of its  
appeal to the senses. The ideas are diverse, surreal and made me laugh!

As the winner of the 19-25 category, ‘Nativity with Foxes’ was an  
extraordinary poem that stood out even from the first reading for its 
originality.  Does this prose poem even make sense?  If you only use logic 
to read it probably not but emotionally for me it was right on target.  
Having had three babies myself I identified with the ‘foxes’ or strange 
natural forces that accompany the miracle/endurance test of birth!  
 
I loved the personification at the beginning, ‘the car will announce its  
suspension’. I loved the humour, ‘I will not be dignified, will not be 
poised.  I will grunt and understand why processions usually use a  
stature.’ And most of all I loved the jostling foxes, with their tongues, 
their smell and their money ‘folded up inside their fur.’

Second choice in this category was ‘Sports Field’.  Hazily half asleep, 
watching a man painting white lines on a field is an unusual choice as 
poetic subject matter but this poem works.  It plays with point of view, 
‘today he paints the white lines / and he paints the lines white.’  It  
appeals to the senses when hands feel the cow-parsley and feet stung 
by nettles slip in the mud and the detail and images wrap me in its foggy 
early morning feel.



The third place goes to ‘It’s a Tuesday Morning’, where the senses 
evoked in the first verse bring the simple domestic scene vividly to mind. 
I liked feeling myself inside the narrator’s mind, musing on thoughts 
about life, its repetitions wrapped round a cycle of new to old, its core 
based on love.  I also liked the way the poem drifted away at the end as 
thoughts drift into the distance and the practicalities of life take over 
again!

Hopefully, I’ve managed here to share a little of the enjoyment I’ve had 
in reading the poems.  I hope no one feels disappointed at not being 
chosen.  Remember, a different judge might easily have chosen different 
poems. And lastly, thank you again to all the writers for giving me this 
judging experience!  

Fran Pridham 
Competition Judge



16-18 years 

1st 
Awakening as strange mercy 
Amy Shin, Aberdeen 

2nd 
A Microcosm
Laoise Corrigan, Belfast 

3rd 
I dreamt I was a plastic bag
Kerenza Gibbs, Taunton 

19-25 years

1st 
Nativity with Foxes
Beattie, Wallasey Village, Wirral 

2nd
Sports Field
Rachel Jung, Godstone, Surrey 

3rd  
It’s a Tuesday Morning
Alice Watkinson, Chester 

The Winners



Awakening as strange mercy 

- After Howl Pendragon ate Calcifer, a fallen star desperate to live 

He is burned by the warmth. 

 This is Awakening. Stars
as they fall out of lonely nights, hot 
 and terrible in knowing
of how fleeting a lifetime is. It burns 
 itself in splatters of the sunset, 
beautiful and desperate: wild and free. I ask 
 him if he wants to feel like humans, 
awaken into something larger than itself, 

 larger than the sky, because this is Life.
To feel my most vulnerable moments, to become 
 softer. Not indestructible enough to fall from 
heavens so take caution. I want to let you 
 breathe for the first time, because this 
is strange mercy. Calcifer. Crucify me 

 into a Lord, create me anew. Create 
something that will forge both of us. today 
 I wish to be invulnerable just like god 
who cast you out of his realm. I take you 
 into my greedy throat because I am Human 
and you are Light and this is 
      Awakening. 

He swallows a star whole.  
 
Amy Shin
 
 
 



A Microcosm 

A small spider scurrys across my bedsheet
her journey is not premeditated,
her movements are fluid and beautifully mechanical.

There is no doubt,
nor apprehension,
to cloud her unfaltering certainty.

She seems content,
to pause momentarily,
to share this moment with another being,

and to teach them,
that sometimes there is no time for questions,
or for second thoughts.

I intended to conclude like that,
but as I ceased to move my pen,
I realised she had continued her journey,

And I realised I had to let my own begin. 
 
Laoise Corrigan
 



I dreamt I was a plastic bag 

I dreamt I was a child
tumbling,
skipping,

I dreamt I watched the seagulls 
ladling lunch with
my invisible eyes. 

I dreamt I was a net
flying,

swishing,
I dreamt I danced with little twigs
 twirled their smoking hair with 

my invisible hands. 

I dreamt I was a parachute 
falling,
lifting,

I dreamt I floated above the sea 
skimming  brown currents with 

my invisible feet. 

I dreamt I was a shark
diving, 

swimming,
I dreamt I caught a fish 
plump pink prey with 

my invisible jaw. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

I dreamt I was algae 
swaying,
shifting,

I dreamt I fell inside a cave 
felt jagged enamelled rocks with 

my invisible skin. 
 

I dreamt I was a particle 
floating,
drifting,

I dreamt I was lifted
peeked feathers at the top of a 

pipe with 
bits of my friends scattered on 
plump pink sofas around me.  

 
Kerenza Gibbs 



Nativity with Foxes 
 
Three hundred metres from the hospital, the car will announce its  
suspension. We’ll feel its arms tuck beneath its torso, its eyes shut. My 
third child will stir again, almost ready to knock on the morning’s door. 

The second after the engine cuts out will be full of fog and skies  
contorting through timeframes.  

After the second after the engine cuts out, my heart will kick free of its 
axis. My gut will become an octopus, eight-armed grasping to pull  
creation inside my belly. 
 
After the second after the second after the engine cuts out, I will know  
I have been holding my head below the river for too long. I will tell  
myself I can’t slip through the walls right now, that now is not the hour 
for bushes on fire. 

The foxes, patient as a god before time, will come from the bushes and 
offer me their tongues. They’ll lick the sweat from my palms, the panic 
from behind my ear. When I’m polished, the foxes will open their jaws 
for me. They’ll take my body into mouths, into paws, onto backs. They 
will jostle me around until they have a grip on me, May Queen, though 
we’ll be well into October. 

A body offering up another body whilst resting on the bodies of foxes 
is not a sight for Vogue. As we crawl towards the hospital, I will not be 
dignified, will not be poised. I will grunt and understand why processions 
usually use a statue. At the junction, we’ll agree we are an ambulance. 
Determined as a contraction, we’ll march through traffic lights. The red 
glow will smile on their bodies, will be a beeswax candle that will  
approve our ritual. 

 



I know you are thinking about the smell and want to ask me how I will 
bury my face into their fur, press my nostrils up against alleyways and 
green bins. I’ll remind you this will be my third time giving birth, but you 
won’t laugh. The truth is that the smell of foxes will stop mattering the 
moment first cries start taking shape inside your body. When morning 
starts to crack, the only smell you will care about will be the plastic 
hands of doctors. 

We will pull up to the gates now, little panting throng. I am unsure if 
foxes count as parking or if parked foxes have to pay, or if their money 
has spent too long folded up inside their fur, resting next to their skin, so 
that even car parks don’t want it, don’t want their coins that sound like 
rust. This is not a pressing concern, because the congregation will halt 
here. They will turn their bodies, bowing as they tip me from their backs 
and into the bed my husband drags across the car park, fresh from the 
maternity ward. 
 
Beattie
 



Sports Field

through eyes misted with sleep,
I see the field studded with black birds

and the man who paints the white lines,
run my hands along the necks of cow-parsley,

dig my feet into wet earth. it rained
last night and the sound kept me awake,

of the wind crying at my window like Ariadne,
a lover left on the shore, but I wouldn’t look back.

today he paints the white lines
and he paints the lines white.

nettles slap my ankles and I slip in the mud:
on any other day, this would have hurt – it

would have stung, but not when the weak sun
is this colour, and the clock has started to chime.

past the football goal,
net white as a ghoul,

only half-present in the fog. my head is
in the foxgloves: an up-close view of the way

they glow purple like veins through a wrist.
when I look back, to see how long it has been,

he is painting the white lines, and they are
white against the green grass, smothered in fog. 

 
Rachel Jung

 



It’s a Tuesday Morning 

and you go into the kitchen 
to peel an orange,
the skin soft in your hands. 
A breeze pokes its head 
through the window, 
filling the room with that 
bright fresh scent.
The collie wakes up, 
brushing by 
your feet. 

Isn’t it funny?
 In spite of everything 
you keep drifting back 
to love.
You greet yourself again, 
as this day greets 
the next.
There is a newness in this old. 

Isn’t it funny?
 In spite of everything 
Tuesdays will come around
like Tuesdays always do
and you’ll go for your little walk, 
  all your little lives 
 tangled 
  in 
your 
 pocket. 
 
Alice Watkinson



Alice Watkinson 
Having previously attended Christleton High School in 
Chester, Alice has just finished her first year of an  
English language and literature degree at the University 
of Oxford.  She started writing poetry in lockdown 
after having been inspired by the work of poets Frank 
O’Hara and Mary Oliver, and hasn’t stopped writing 
since!  She was delighted to hear that she had come 
third, and is so excited to share her work. 
 
 
Amy Shin 
Amy Shin is a 16 year old aspiring poet and writer who 
lives in Scotland.  When she’s not scouring the web 
for poetry competitions to enter, she can be found in 
her room reading terrible romance novels and having 
movie nights.  Her brief obsession with studio Ghibli 
films inspired her to write a poem based off of Howl’s 
‘awakening’ in the film ‘Howl’s moving castle.’  She 
recommends anybody who hasn’t watched it yet to 
do so! 
 
 
Beattie 
Beattie is a writer and lapsed drag queen from  
Birkenhead. They have appeared in Datableed and is 
forthcoming in Travesties?!  They have a degree in  
English Literature from the University of Sussex. 

Winner Biographies



Laoise Corrigan 
Laoise is 18 and from Belfast.  She started writing  
poetry during lockdown after being very inspired by 
poems by Seamus Heaney and Robert Frost that she 
studied as part of her English A level course. 

Laoise writes: “A Microcosm was a very spontaneous 
poem that had no predetermined trajectory or  
conclusion. I think I just tried to capture how often 
simple or seemingly irrelevant moments in our lives 
can awaken new thoughts or realisations, but only if 
we are open and receptive to this. 

“Aside from writing poetry I love to play the flute and 
aspire to study in music college!” 
 

Kerenza Gibbs 
When not writing Kerenza loves being outside, reading 
and creating various things.  She is currently studying 
at Richard Huish College in Taunton.  Her idea for the 
poem came up when she spotted some litter  
cartwheel across a path and into a stream on a walk; 
she was looking for competitions to enter at the 
time and figured it could fit well into the ‘Awakening’ 
prompt, so she just moulded it around that.  Kerenza 
writes: “It takes the form of a personified life cycle 
of a plastic bag in the ocean (much like it’s a fish) and 
winds up as a microplastic in a much bigger fish - as 
dinner.  It feels great to be one of the winners, it’s 
actually the first poetry competition I’ve won, so it’s 
really exciting.” 
 



Rachel Jung 
Rachel is a 21 year old Classics student at Merton  
College, Oxford.  Alongside writing poetry, Rachel likes 
to make collages, sew and go swimming.  Her  
inspiration for the poem, ‘Sports Field’, was the walks 
she would go on during the winter lockdown in 2020 
around the field next to her student house.  Rachel 
writes: “The quietness and emptiness of the  
usually-busy field felt relevant to how a lot of things 
felt at the time.  I’m really excited to have won second 
place - thank you so much to everyone involved!”
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