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A Conversation of Place and Page
Oraen Slteers is interrsieued by Alexandra Thoabridge-Mattfuu)s as parl of our t'onoersations aith poets.
Ouen ltas w;on praise and prizesfor ltis lao poetry collections The Blue Bookand Skirrid Hill,for
The Dust Diaries andfor /tis nooel,Resistance. He has just edited an anthology of poems of place,
A Poet's Guide to Britainfo/loaing /tis series of programmes, of the same name, on BBC 4 this year

llexandrut: It is well documented thar you rvere born in Fiji. Were
your parents working there at the t ime?

r)uen: They were. It is funny how it is so well documented. It is
interesting that we want to know where writers are born, but
somehow we do. I was born in Fiji and left when I was about
eighteen months old. My parenrs were working for the
Overseas Development Agency; my dad was town planning and
my mother rvas teaching English and Shakespeare in schools in
Suva. Although I did leave ivhen I was veryyoung and though it
is not where I am from culturally, it has left a very significant
impression and a fascination with having been born on the other
side of the world. That is why that as soon as I could, at the age
of eighteen, I  went back for six months to work as a volunteer
there. Some of those experiences found their way into poems in
Tlte Blue Bool (Seren, 2000).

I /exandra: Norablyl,our poem, T'/te Umbiliral Tree,
Coen: Absolutely. That was one of those stories that you are told

as a kid that you do find fascinating, rhar someone has buried
_vour umbilical cord undernearh a rree in Fiji. Very early on, that
(story) gave me a strong sense of narrative and a slightly
quixotic reason to go back there. Think I found the woman who
buried it b;, placing an advert in'l'/tc Fiji Tines rvith a photograph
of her holdir.rg me as a bab_v. The adverr said 'this baby now
eighteen years old looking for this woman.' Fiji, and that parr of
the world, has continued ro exert an inf luence on my writ ing. I
recently wrote a long piece for Grantn magazine about rhe
veterans of the Christmas Island thermonuclear tests and I 'd
entered that story via the experiences of Fijian vererans who I
had met. Similarlx the novel after next will hopefully be based
on a story that I turned up in Fiji rvhen I rvas our there travelling
in 2003. (Being born in Fi j i )  is an accident of birth that
continues to cast a shadou'but a ven posit i .n'e one.

llexandru:You then sper-rt some of r-our childhood in London and
inAbergavenny.

lotn: My parents moved back to -\bergar-ennv first for about a
year and then I was in London (r l ' i th them) benveen the ages of
three and nine. My parents had bought that old Welsh
Ionghouse in the sixties before thevri'ent to Fiji so it rvas alr,vays
this place that was home although i t  u asn't ,  i f  that makes sense.
I went from walking down the street to school to rvalking across
three f ields to a school with fourteen kids. That Llanddewi
school is now a house because during the Thatcher years
schools l ike that were closed dori n.

lkxandra:\ou have some literan- ancestn- that rve will come on to
later but were you surrounded bv poetn and l i terature as a
chi ld?

latn:My mother was an English and Drama reacher so obviously
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there was literature in the house and there r'r'as a love of

reading. I certainly remember her coming home and

doing her drama exercises with us and there being a

love oflanguage. Her fatheq my grandfatheq had been a

maths teacher and a headmaster and when I knew hrm

had a smaltholding with lots of chickens and sheep' He

was a Welsh speaker and would u'rite an errglyn for a

wedding or a funeral.  That is something that I  have

become au'are of after the fact. I do remember books of

poems l ike Not,W Are Six (A. A. Milne, N{ethuen,

1927) md Roatd Dahl's Rn'olrittg lilrvzr: (Jonathan

Cape, 1 982). I  must have had some idea ofwhat a poem

was because from an early age in school we were r'l-riting

them. We had a very good teacher and one of my

clearest memories is that u'e'd go on a school trip to Big

Pit and we'd come back and she r'r'ould get us to u'rite a

poem about it. I-ooking back this was fantastic because

it see med to be a perf'ectly natural wa)i to lnterpret your

lived experience and as relevant to the liveci world as

taking a photograph, writ ing a story or doing a drawing'

I entered the Abergavenny Agricultural Shou'poetry

competition when I was ten or eleveu and I won and I

think, r 'vhen you're a kid, when You win somcthing,

even i f  i t 's only S1.50 or something, you think ' thdt 's

great, my poem's therc. '  T'hey printed i t ,  in the

Abe.rgarern-y Cltrotticlr I think. I managed to rhyme

orange r.vith Blorenge (a trountain near-Abergavellnv)

which is the only rhyme you can do u'ith orange' Front

then on I rras entering children's and under eigl-rteen

poetry competit i0ns.
A/evndra: Was there anl' teacher in Abergavenn,v that

e ncor.traged you particLllarly?

Oa,en: Cenainly later on. For my AS level I had a

wonderful teacher called Helen Thresher who fought

quite hard,I think, for me to be able to do 50% of mvr\S

levels as creative u'riting course u'ork. With Flelen

Thresher and Mrs \Villiams I studied R. S' Thomas for

A level . ' l 'hat  r . r  as rhe f i rst  t  ime I  real lv spe nt  much t  ime

u,ith a poet and reading u'idely across their successful

and le ss successful work. At the rime I was 16, 1 7 years

old, I was playing fbr three different rugby tcams, but

R. S. Thomas very definitely made a \iery strong

connection to me on the page. I am sure that u'as partly

through that raw talent of his for sparse metaphor;

spare but remarkable visual economy on the page' It's

si i l l  something I aspire to, I 'm not sure I ' t l  get

an;.where near. I feel at a greater distance fronl the

poetry than I would i<Jeally be at the moment, other

things have taken over and it's been a verv busy period

ar'rd Luppos", quite naturall.v, r'r'hen I started writirlg

again recently it's a bit rusty. There are too manyurrrds

on the page and actually now I am aspiring towards that

economy. rhe economy of my earl ier u ork'

Alexandra: I've read that you've often written a poem as

you've bcen walking; so that rhythm ofthe walking lets

you do the late ral thinking. I  was wondering i f  that was

harder now that you havc been spending so much time

in cit ies; you haven't been gett ing out and doing the hi l l

r,r,alking.
Oa.,rz: Absolutel-v. Neu' York, where I have been for the

last two years is a remarkable walking cit-v. I lvrote a

piece for Radio 3 about walking thc top hundred blocks

of Manhattan. But it is different. The city directs you

there is the'walking' sign or the'don't  walk'  sign that

direct when you lr'alk and where you go. Ic is an

interrupted rhythm. That broader lateral thinking you

mentioned has happened not just through the action of

u,alking, but also throt lgh rhc e nr ironmcntyou are in'

Alevnrlra: Andyou get the cadence of the steps that you

are makingi
Ort'en: Exactly. And u'hen }'ou'r'e got a bald hill or on the

side of the Sugar Loaf thcre's a spur that acts es a spur

to thought; it's enlarged and, in some \\'ays, detailed

ancl not detai led. i f  that makes sense' There's the

breathing space for the line to develop and you can

think about the other l ine , the uext l ine and so on' This

isn't  alwavs the case' certainly hardly ever enrire

poe ms, but I will fbrrn stanzas or re-write poems a bit' It

i-rupp"nt as u'el[ r,r'hen vou drive, I think. or do an-rrthing

michanical. I read a very intere sting report about r'r'lren

we f irst get into the shou'er f i rst thing iu the morntng,

rve all actuall-v do exactly the same thirlg, r-nake those

same movements. tr  always soh c my p' lcrn prohlems tn

the shorver. One of my tirst tnenlories of that, funnilv

enough, of both u'r i t ing and solving a problem with a

poem, \vas u,aiting for a traiu up in the Lake Disirict'

I 'd. justbeen cothefuneral of RobertWoof whowas the

director of the Wordslvorth 'lrust, a u'onderful man'

Something rather strange had happened at the furreral

and I realised I wanted to rvrite about it and I formed,

certainl-v, the shape and how the poem would u'ork and

horv the last stanza r.l'ould work, whilst this train u'as

late. There are feu'er and feu'er times u'hen u'e stand

and stare - we stop. These moments when you stand

on a train statiott or like this a{ternoon t'hen I am going

to spend six hours ou a traiu; r-rolv I actually look fonT'ard

to those moments.
Alexanrlra:Itgivesyou that bit ofhead space, becauseyou

are on )iour o\\11, even if there is stuff going on around

you. And this is a question that I once asked Peter

Flnch, I see you as a hiker, but there is a bit of the

f-lAneur there as welll

Oaen: I think I have become more of the tlineur' \\'hat I

am really looking foru'ard to the nert ieu davs, rvhen I

am at this fest ival in Scotland (rhe Scott ish BookTown

Festival inWigtot'n) and, betx'e e tl that and a festival in

I lkley (the I lkley Literature Festival),  I  am going to

spend a day and a night with mv friends Sarah Hall and

irt" eotte.v, Jacob Polley the poet and the r'r'onderful

novelist Sarah Hall, and they live in Cumbria' I've sent

her a text saying, 'Please, Sarah, can I bring my walking

bootsi 'and she said, 'oh,1'es - 1nd 1'6111 $' 'nterproofs! '
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way rhrough. So we were e_mailing him and he kricrry rve
u'ere making the programme. The best we could do inr he programme was trh., *o,i ;;; ;.;;;':#ffi1:'jH'JiJ',:1?u:
not in ir i'r,as that we had a pretty firm line through who
we wenr to talk to in the se r ies.

Alevndta: 
lf. 

I may go back ro your olr,n poetry I am
rnterested how you deal with characters and pia".. Inyour first collection you,r,e written very powerfully
about such Welsh characters as Blind Harris, the ctrip-
shop owner's daughrer (Netts of t/rc WorU, pt'e;- n, An,
Boot 2000), and Dai u,ith ,flaming 

Drambuies., you
r::T ,9 be getting over, in this book particularly, I
think, that thing we have in Wales, th. 

"or,rrfrid. 
und

the farming side conrrasting with rhe ,ough g;),, unO
the sub-culture that we have as we ll. Were ti.r? p.opt.

^you 
knew as you were growing upl

Oavn. Well, they were. Acrually'the girl iiom the chip
shop has been very successful in wha"t she does and hasjus.t.boughr a large house. Obviousll, th. po.-, n.. not
holding mirrors up to people; theyare bor"d upon ,n
essence of a tollrn. Abergavenny is a small mrrk.t ,o*n,
so twice a u.eek the country comes into the tou,n and
the fields are right there on the edge. Before I could
drive we would go out into rcr\\-n on a.-Fridal night and,
as you knor,r', market rowns have a ccrtain rau, pil_vsicali-
,y ,o. lhg-: I  sr i l l  love going back t l .rere b""our. ,h.r", ,
verv little fronr in terms of pre tension. There might be
something of a physical swagge! bur no pre renriln. In
the morning or somerimes in the same ,r;ghf i  *oufa
walk, or run, fbur miles home and, u.ry quiJkly, you are
out of the tr. lu,n, l i reral ly watking u"rus aurt i l . ta,
amongst.the dozing cows. That proximitl, of town an<J
countryside was very very srrongly placed in my mind. Ido remember, in the poetry I rv:as reoding, CrnA'i, *",
out there but I  wasn,t reading enough of IAit  

" 
J*hn,and people,) thinking that I  wasn't  s." ing thei iue, of

the people I knerv around me represenred-"ny*h.r" inpoetrv. Then I wasr.r't seeing the boy lr.ho *", g"r,,ng
expelled frorn school at fifteen whowanted ,o-*rroo
'Saran'across his head (LInfitis/rcrl Brciness, plS, fn nn,
Boot,2000).

A/exandra: I used to do drama with people on probarion
and.would^go along on the outward nouna , iOe,
abseiling off cliffs, and remember once climbing up the
waterfalls near Dinas Rock with the group. OnZ o?,1"
guys on probation leant down over rhe edge to u.here I
was swimming in deep warer and picked ie up bv one
arm and lifted me up to the high rock u,here he lvas.
where we all had to climb; he was at the momcnr
complerely deserving of rrust. He did his firsr post
Office job when he u,as fourreen and was ,rrong trorn
climbing ove r walls and shinning up drainpipes. fr" rm
twenty-four then and has since died fiom a herorn
overdose. I have seen so much ofthat around the Neath
and Swansea area.

Auen.- I .r 's. interesting that vou should say that he isalready dead, because there is a proximity i"lit *a
0.1:1in Abergavenny although lr'i, o n"r,jt;ful or"u u,well .  I t  wasn'r unti l  I  came to l ive in the cir ies and metpeople who hadn,t lived in this area that I realised rheamorrnr of people I knew from my school davs that
aren'r around anymore. A lot ofthem were sri.iJ"r, ,*o
or rhree drug deaths, a lot of 

"u, "r"rh"r; 
lit"rutty

berween filteen and twenty people n ho I was in school
r.ith, who did not have to die, u.tro hurr. di"J. ifh.r.
was an element of that which I \vas aware of in wriring
the book. I t  is something I want to go Ur.t  io,-nrt t"t t
face ir, 

-physicalty 
I haven,t been tving ther" ."0 in

terms of poetry I have moved awuy fromlhut area. I am
not sure i f  I  was that conscious of i t  at the t inte, but
these were srories that were powerf-ul and I could sense
the metaphoric qual i ty in them and I could definitely
:.t1: " 

frustrated anger and rage. Somerimes when I
look back at TIe Bhu Bool,, it surprises me thar it is such
a rage-full book, acrually, there is anger rhere, saying
' lookat th is l ' I  hope.

A/exanrlra: I think that comes across. But just as you we re
with your dif'ferent poets in A poer's iuia", you *"*

:eI 
fair to everybody you write about. It,s holding a

mlrror up ro rhem rarher rhan being pejorati.re in any
::1y.Y_ou 

are saying ,this is u,hat t t . i ,  l iu..  are l ike.,

^Mike-Jenkinsdoes 
i t ,ar. id sodoes DaveFlrgL.r.  

- '

Oa'az. See ing Robert Minhinnick read 
"nd 

hlrrine ru_e
of his work, rnade me f'eel I was allowed ," a",fr"?,."."
though I rhink it rvas his work ut outBr^rit, Hr1, Fonroo
(Seren 1995). I realised rhar ),ou .outa *6. u'U"ri ,n"
people in the bars.

A/ewnr/ra: Could you tell me about the First Lines poe rry
Iour l

Oaen: It's nice of you to ask about that. I won the Eric
Gregory Award in the same year as Matthew Hollis did
and,T/rc Bhu Boa,i had just come our and I was very vcry
lucky to go on a Contemporary poetry tour wirh'Carol
Ann Duf\ and Mimi Khalvati and that really *u, n nu*.
stroke of luck, because Carol Ann Duffywas llili;;r",
theatres and I was able to read after he ,.'nr.r, i;oo'Zrrr"
about between Matthew Hollis andAncony D1"", ifr"
had always been friends and the1, had books oul una
they said let's have some fun, let-,s get n". p"o, 

""aput us in a car and drive around th. .ountry fo, t*o
weeks and let 's do ten readings. I  told SiAn i l , l t t iun,r,
who had organised the Conrernporan poetry Tour,g-har u'e s,ere doing and she took i t  on. ( i  st i l lwcrrkwittr
.:lan no-l; she's riorking on the rour for \\hite Ravels((j,':,er S/teers, Seren. 2009) ri,irh Seren.) Sraa*fy it
became this prope r rour; \r.e \\.ere actually given hotels
and paid. It u'as brilliant and L."il.., 

'trJpe 
rl.e 

"unreform, it's a bit like refbrming the band. Ir wo,
wonderful, because I gor to knor. poers like Clare
Pollard, Polly Clark, Antnu Dunn. f.lr,,fr"* ff"f f[,lf f
of my generarion. \4/e drank a lot and rve spoke and
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The Carriage Horses
Manhattan,

The Rest

You lay your head in the hollow
between my chest and open shoulder,

the right and yet the wrong one too;
the one that came apart

years before you knew ofme, or I ofyou.

The one that aches in the rain,
that stops my hand from reaching my spine.

the one that's healed but can't forget
the echoes of that pain.

But here, you say, is where you can rest?
and I have to agree, that this

is where you fit the best;
within those places I've corne apart,

within the woundings of my past.

I was cycling west when I salv thern,
a chestnut brown and a dapple grey,
slab-shouldered, resting one hind hoof each
somewhere on a street between 9th and l0th,
where the warehouses begin to lower and spread
before this city gives altogether,
to the river's stumps and slow-drifting freight.

'fhey wcrcn't harnessed yct, their carriagcs
still on the sidewalh, unbalanced without them,
and their clrivers hosing them, the thumb-pressured
fans of water splitting at their withers
to soak their coats to seal skins before mixing.
as it ran, into a guttered froth of soap and piss.

They weren't blinkered either - but so used to this.
Docile against the highway's roar,
settled under their muscle like a pair
ofpunch drunk heavyweights, their heads dropped

and nodding as if they still drew shadows
of those carriages tipped beside them'

I cycled on, hut wish now I'd stopped.
If for nothing else then for their smell
and the memory it would have conjured
of lying in a field against a horse's sleeping flank,

articulated within the speech marks of its legs

into a world made briefly as ancient as the chestnuts on its hocks;

devoid of time or cities, or any other engine of our hunger'

A version o{ The. Carciase Horses was broadcast on BBC Radio 3 and online in Magma in November 2009
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