   
About the Book

‘A cul-de-sac, a dead-end track,

A sandbanked strand to sink a fleet,

A bay, a bar, a strip, a trap, 

A wrecking ground, that’s Shingle Street.’

Blake Morrison’s first two collections, Dark Glasses (1984) and The Ballad of a Yorkshire Ripper (1987) established him as one of our most inventive and accomplished contemporary poets.

In his first full-length collection for nearly thirty years, Shingle Street sees a return to the form with which he started his career. Set along the Suffolk coast, the opening poems address a receding world – an eroding landscape, ‘abashed by the ocean’s passion’. But coastal life gives way to other, more dangerous, vistas: a wave unleashes a flood-tide of terror; a sequence of topical poems lays bare pressing political issues; while elsewhere portraits of the past bring forth the dear and the departed.  

Ardent and elegiac, and encompassing an impressive range of mood and method, this is a timely offering from a poet of distinct talents.
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Born in Yorkshire, Blake Morrison is a poet, novelist, critic, journalist and librettist. He is the author of two bestselling memoirs, And When Did You Last See Your Father? (winner of the J.R. Ackerley Prize for Autobiography and the Esquire Award for Non-Fiction) and Things My Mother Never Told Me, the novels The Justification of Johann Gutenberg, South of the River and The Last Weekend, and a study of the Bulger Case, As If. His first collection, Dark Glasses, was a Poetry Book Society Choice and won the Somerset Maugham Award. He lives in South London, and is Professor of Creative Writing at Goldsmiths College.
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‘This year also, on the festival of St Martin, the sea-flood sprung up to such a height, and did so much harm, as no man remembered that it ever did before. And this was the first day of the new moon.’

— Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

‘A more desolate region can scarce be conceived, and yet it is not without beauty. In summer, the thrift mantles the marches with shot satin, passing through all gradations of tint from maiden’s blush to lily white. Thereafter a purple glow steals over the waste, as the sea lavender bursts into flower, and simultaneously every creek and pool is royally fringed with sea aster.’

— S. BARING-GOULD, Mehalah: A Story of the Salt Marshes

 
The Ballad of Shingle Street

‘If a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less . . .’ 

– JOHN DONNE, Devotions,‘Meditation XVII’

On Shingle Street

The summer’s sweet,

The stones are flat,

The pebbles neat

And there’s less rip

When tides are neap.

It’s fine to swim, or fine to try

But when the sea runs fast and high

And skies turn black and cormorants weep 

Best watch your step on Shingle Street.

On Shingle Street

The shelving’s steep

With stones to skim

As if they’d feet

To hop and skip

Across the deep,

To pitter-pat and aquaplane, 

Again again again again,

Not flip and flop, and splash and drop,

The opened trap, the hangman’s rope,

The cairns that mark where life gave out,

The muddy dark off Shingle Street.

From Shingle Street

To Bawdsey Bay

The sea-mews shriek

Above the spray,

The rolling seals

Are charcoal grey

As though burnt out or singed by grief.

Like ash-streaked mourners, half-possessed,

They duck and bob and stare to land

In hope that we might understand.

But nothing helps, we fail the test,

They hang and gaze without relief

Beyond the reach of Shingle Street.

For Shingle Street’s a single street,

A row of shacks in stone and wood, 

The sea out front, the marsh out back,

Just one road in and one road out,

With no way north except the spit,

And no way south except on foot,

A cul-de-sac, a dead-end track,

A sandbanked strand to sink a fleet,

A bay, a bar, a strip, a trap, 

A wrecking ground, that’s Shingle Street.

On Shingle Street

As sunset seeps

Across the marsh

The flocks of kale

Are grazing sheep,

A soft pink light

Sneaks up the beach

As if each stone were ringed with fire,

As if each pebble stored the heat

Of past disasters, past defeats.

And in the dusk they tell a tale

Of burning boats and blistered flesh,

And you can’t help but watch and hear

And smell the oil and taste the fear

And feel your skin scorch in the heat:

You won’t sleep sound on Shingle Street.

On Shingle Street

The stones are neat

And warm as stoves

Beneath your feet

Like aga-lids

That store the heat.

But just an inch or two below

It’s sloppy-wet and cold as snow.

The lips are dry but not the mouth.

The tide’s come in though it’s still out,

The icy north’s migrated south.

The oven tops are just a cheat.

Beware the tricks of Shingle Street.

For Shingle Street’s a sneaky street,

That smiles and mangles, lures and wrecks,

Where water strips and winds dissect,

Where sea-kale bows its green-grey head

As waves wash up the new-made dead,

A bolt-hole built with ghost-white stones,

A charnel house for ancient bones,

A beach, a bitch, a crypt, a con,

A bight, a morgue, a scam, a tomb,

A sun-trap strand, a catacomb,

An angel with a nasty streak,

A seabird with a razor beak,

A double bluff, that’s Shingle Street.

From Shingle Street

To Orford Ness

The waves maraud,

The winds oppress,

The earth can’t help

But acquiesce

For this is east, and east means loss,

A lessening shore, receding ground,

Three feet gone last year, four feet this,

Where land runs out and nothing’s sound.

Nothing lasts long on Shingle Street.

On Shingle Street

The grind goes on,

A churning bowl

Of sand and stone,

A watery mix that unbuilds homes,

Unearthing earth, unlaying land,

Tall waves that flash like silver spades,

And bulldozed buffs and quarried bays,

Not give-and-take but take-and-keep,

Just shingle left on Shingle Street.

For Shingle Street’s a sinking street,

The worn-out coast’s in slow retreat

With lopped-off bluffs and crumbling cliffs,

And empty air where churches stood,

And houses perched, and fields and woods,

And no known means to stop the rot. 

A breakers’ yard of rusted hulls,

Where combers come and herring gulls,

A holding bay for washed-up trash,

A rest home for the obsolete,

A hole, a heap, a wreck, a wrack, 

A nomad’s land, that’s Shingle Street.

On Shingle Street

The sea repeats

Its tired old tricks, 

Its one-man show,

The drumrolled waves along the strand, 

The bass-line thud and cymbal-clash

As stones are stoned and pebbles dashed.

Again again again again

The waves collapse, the flints resound, 

The tide runs in and takes the ground,

The tide runs out, the ground slips back.

Variety is not the name

But that’s the point – the sea’s the same,

Unchanging grey, the one sure thing,

A flooded plain in plain disguise,

A level field that hides its rise

Through constant ebb and constant flow,

Unlike the earth, which shifts and shrinks,

Unlike ourselves, who have to go.

 
Flotsam

I remember it like yesterday:

the bell buoy tolling in the rivermouth

and the bodies laid out on the beach.

Their faces flickered in the torchlight

and the buttons on their uniforms

glowed like fire tongs by the hearth.

*

Fire. Or maybe just samphire.

Burning petrol. Or a storm petrel.

Flames in the marsh. A setting sun.

*

Sib-sib, went the bird. Sib-sib.

‘Is that a dunnock?’

I asked the twitcher as he passed,

‘A siskin, a bunting, a chiff-chaff?’

He was dressed in green

like a man of the woods

and roped with long-range lenses.

Sib-sib, went the bird again. Sib-sib.

‘There,’ I said, ‘listen,’ and he did,

his ear tilted like a satellite dish,

but he couldn’t tell me,

or wouldn’t tell me,

and stepped away towards the hide

with a curt ‘G’day’.

I raised my binocs

in hopes of a glimpse –

wing, tail, anything.

But the bird stayed hid

and its call faded

behind the reeds and the radio masts.

Sib-sib, sib-sib, sib-sib.

*

There’s a hiss in the reeds, a shush in the surf.

Scrunch your heel in the sand and it whispers.

There’s a secret, you know there’s a secret.

But the shingle keeps it. The pebbles stay schtum.

*

The sea’s all frills.

It flounces in

with a roll of eyes

and lift of underthings,

riding your way

on a roar of applause 

till the flashbulbs go off

and it slows and stops, 

turning back

with a lacy hem.

*

The
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