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INTRODUCTION



‘Britishness’ is a battleground, and often it feels like the only thing we can say for certain is that the people who confidently claim to define it are usually talking bollocks.


To some, talking about ‘Britain’ for any length of time can smack of nationalism, jingoism, imperialism and misty-eyed fascism – all the bad -isms. But for some who have fled trauma to make these shores their home, the dismissal of any idea of national belonging – however arbitrary or fragile, however bound up in destructive institutions – might signal only the privilege of those who have always known where they belonged.


With the isolationism of Brexit looming, we wanted to explore the idea of Britain in a way that allowed for a multitude of interpretations: not denying the shameful aspects of our history, but recognising what we can be proud of. For all its flaws, Britain is the country that offered a better future to our parents and grandparents as immigrants from Ireland and refugees from Vietnam.


For this book, we decided to reject top-down, ‘official’ images of what it means to be British in favour of a grass-roots understanding of nationhood, borrowing the ‘almanac’ structure of the Fasti – a chronological compendium of  Roman beliefs and festivals by the Latin poet Ovid – and concentrating on holidays, customs and rituals.


Our selection process as editors started from the premise that anything can be a ritual, even if it only matters for one family or one person. Dean Atta’s ‘The Door’, for instance, explores the recurring experience of visiting a grandparent who refuses to put the central heating on, while Carolyn O’Connell’s ‘On July 28th’ describes a summer holiday feast with strolling neighbours popping their heads over the garden fence. Over the course of the year we see celebrations and moments of mourning; mehndi painting and Saturday soup; a pub Christmas dinner and the season’s aftermath, pine needles glittering on the floor.


What emerged from our submissions is a patchwork quilt of Britishness, made up of many fabrics and textures. We were surprised by some omissions in the work we received: no poets we chose addressed Easter, or Diwali, or St David’s Day, as significant customs. But the local focus of many writers brought its own riches: we have poems about snacking at the Sabbath, watching trash TV at Eid, the Abbots Bromley horn dance and the Haxey Hood.


The voices in this book are warm, plural, and distinctively individual. But as a collective, we feel these poets have captured something true and enduring about life on a bit of land shaped by its geography, its weather, and its sometimes painful history.


Emma Dai’an Wright and Richard O’Brien


BIRMINGHAM, OCTOBER 2018
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SARAH BARR



Twelfth Night



You unwind the lights.


The carpet crunches with needles


but the tree still looks healthy.


I lift tinsel and unhook baubles,


the mother of pearl star,


milky glass teardrop,


pink raffia people,


Peruvian clay bells,


and homemade fairy cat,


put them all in the box.


Still glitter-dust may linger


tucked in edges behind the sofa.


You drag the tree out, down the path,


chop it in pieces, onto the bonfire,


create festivities of smoke, sparks, flames.




ROB WALTON



The Haxey Hood



Clarifications and Confusions


So I was talking to Russ


about never having seen it


and my parents just a couple of villages away


and we tried piecing the rules together


pleased that there were few


but we came up with lots of questions.


In this or that rolling maul,


this ruck in motion and most likely mud,


who really holds sway and can be swayed


in these parts at this time?


If the scrum collapses


and people help each other to their feet


as the battle rages, how much of a hand


offered to others is acceptable


in this place, in this day and age?


When folk are trying to get this thing
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