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STEPPING STONES

Introduction
Tongues&Grooves is approaching its fifteenth year. Since its conception in 2003 it has inspired others in the city and beyond to become involved in the spoken word. 

This report seeks to contextualise the journey; highlight the major stepping stones; and acknowledge the roles of those who have supported its development.  (See Appendices). It will go on to set out a vision for the future of Tongues&Grooves in the Community following the cessation of the monthly club. 

There may be some inaccuracies, especially concerning dates, however the aim is to capture the spirit of the last fifteen years rather than to produce a detailed account of its history.

In the Beginning
T&G began in September 2003 following the launch of Maggie Sawkins’ poetry collection ‘Charcot’s Pet’ at The Florence in Southsea. The landlord, Greg, was keen to set up a regular spoken word event and offered the use of the back bar.

Maggie discussed the proposal with fellow poets Bernard MacDonagh and George Marsh. George, who suspected that any spoken word event in Portsmouth would turn into a platform for ranters, was not over enthused.  Bernard, however, suggested they should go ahead and offered to help set things up.

The model was based on the University of Chichester’s Tongues&Strings, whose participants were mainly creative writing students and local musicians. After attending several of the Chichester events, Maggie and Bernard decided to limit the spoken word element to poetry.  Having been persuaded that a regular event of poetry and music might just work, George suggested the name Tongues&Grooves.

Maggie’s vision for Tongues&Grooves initially was to provide a platform for published poets. Those who were beginning to get noticed in the poetry world, through publication in small presses or had a pamphlet or first collection, would be given featured spots. This platform would be shared with others by way of open mic spots. 

Music was always an integral part of the evening – it helped make the poetry go down and attracted a diverse audience. We were aware that being a published poet doesn’t always make you a good reader. However, it was found that most featured poets tried to connect with the audience. Indeed, some of the quieter poets made the most impact -- Alan Murray and Myra Schneider are just two examples. At the time the performance poetry scene was not as prevalent as it is today, and most of our requests for featured spots in the early years came from published ‘page’ poets. 

During the first couple of years Bernard and Maggie hosted the evenings together. The club, held on the last Sunday of the month, began to attract good sized audiences, mainly through word of mouth, and Maggie ‘phoning round on the night to encourage friends to come along. 

The back bar of The Florence in Southsea was an almost ideal venue. It allowed people to drift in and out; the booze helped the poetry go down; it had its own PA, a piano, an olde worlde charm, and an enthusiastic landlord.

The format was a mix of open mic, featured poets, one or two musicians, and a raffle.  Maggie and Bernard’s ‘play it by ear’ hosting style seemed to work and audiences began to grow. On one memorable evening people were sitting on the floor in the aisle!

In 2004 we commissioned Tim Backhouse to design and maintain a website. A gallery of featured poets and musicians began to accumulate causing Tim to exclaim at one point, ‘How many poets are there!’
2005
Following the growing success of the club, the idea of a concert at the New Theatre Royal was floated. George Marsh orchestrated a successful funding bid to the Arts Council for £4500. Portsmouth City Council made a contribution of £500 which enabled Maggie to deliver poetry workshops.  The concert was a collaborative event involving Maggie,  Bernard, George, Elaine Crinnion, and Ed Hurd. It was an overall success with artists such as John Hegley and Guo Yue appearing on stage with local poets and musicians. Elaine Crinnion organised a small poetry competition which was judged by local poets, Denise Bennett and Pauline Hawkesworth , and the winning entrants read at the concert.

The monthly club continued featuring published poets as well as having regular spots for musicians and open mic.  Bernard became less able to commit to the hosting and organising of the club. Maggie, however, had built up a network of poets and musicians that could be drawn on to perform, as well as gathering a list of supporters which has become the basis for the current e mail newsletter with around 350 subscribers, and still growing.

Five Years
To celebrate the fifth anniversary, a second concert, curated by Maggie, was held on the opening night of the Havant Literary Festival at The Spring Arts Centre. Featured poets included Stephanie Norgate, Donald Gardner and Costa Poetry Prize winner, John Haynes. The Travelling Libraries were the main musical act and the evening was hosted by celebrated poet and comedian, Rory Motion. It was another success attracting an almost capacity audience.
Tongues&Grooves in the Community
In 2010 ‘This Island City’  Portsmouth in Poetry was launched.  T&G supporters Dale Gunthorpe and Julie Millard embraced the project and set up Spinnaker Press to publish the anthology.  Launches were held at The Groundlings Theatre and the Spinnaker Tower. The keynote speaker, Sheila Hancock, had provided an introduction to the anthology.

A very successful Poetry in Translation event at The Florence was organised by Richard Peirce which inspired Richard Williams to curate an inspiring Poetry of Exile film exhibition for the Big Screen in Guildhall Square.

Tongues&Grooves in the Community was formed as a separate entity to Tongues&Grooves Club. The rationale was to make us eligible for funding as a voluntary non-profit organisation following independent advice on access to local community funding opportunities. 

The aim, as set out in the constitution, was ‘to increase involvement in poetry for motivation, well-being, and social inclusion, particularly with the ‘quiet voice’ and under-represented groups’. 
Successful funding bids from Grass Roots, Small Sparks and Awards for All followed, enabling the delivery of several poetry projects in community and health care settings in Portsmouth.
A New Venue
After changes at The Florence Tongues&Grooves moved to the RMA Tavern, using the Square Tower for special events. Although the change of venue had an adverse effect on monthly attendance, it managed to keep going with its mix of featured poets, open mic, and a range of musicians.

Ten Years
The tenth anniversary was marked with a self-funded day event and evening concert at the Square Tower. Guest speakers included Neil Astley, publisher of Bloodaxe Books, Robyn Bolam (previous chair of the Poetry Society) and Stephen Boyce, director of Winchester Poetry Festival. John Agard, recipient of the Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry, performed at the evening concert. An open mic session was organised by Gareth Toms which included readings from the winners of the anniversary poetry competition. Dave Allen and James Sandy recorded some of the event for Express FM. Musical acts included Bernard MacDonagh and Nick Molyneux.  An intern, funded by Chichester University, helped with the putting together of an archive exhibition. A small amount of funding was provided by ARISE, Portsmouth for marketing. The event was well attended and was deemed another great success.

Personal Success
In 2014 Maggie’s live literature production, Zones of Avoidance, which had received Arts Council Funding and was supported by Tongues&Grooves, won the Ted Hughes Award for New Work in Poetry. The production was shown as part of a collaborative event with Hampshire Festival of the Mind at Portsmouth Grammar School in 2015. Because of the award, Maggie was recognised as having ‘Made It in Portsmouth’ by the Shaping Portsmouth organisation.

2015 - 2016
Inspired by the success of Zones of Avoidance, Tongues&Grooves made a successful bid to the Big Lottery for £9,500 to fund the making of a new performance piece, Diving into the Wreck. Maggie worked with director, Mark Hewitt, for a year on the project leading to two performances at the Square Tower. 

The monthly events moved from the RMA Tavern after Steve Hender kindly offered the use of the Square Tower for a year. The date was changed to the third Sunday of the month. Audience figures at the new venue ranged from 30 – 50. 

Role of Volunteers and Supporters
To have kept going for fifteen years is quite an achievement. Tongues&Grooves acknowledges the support from its loyal band of supporters and volunteers. Some, who have been there from the start, have helped spread the word - crucial to the existence of any organisation. Others have dipped in and out; and some have gone on to make their mark in the wider world of poetry and music. Support has been given in a variety of ways from fundraising, helping at the door, inviting guest poets and musicians, hosting events, to assistance with practicalities. All this has helped Tongues&Grooves to gain recognition and respect as an organisation within Portsmouth and beyond. Above all it has created a community spirited ethos that has been an inspiration to others.
Spoken Word in Portsmouth Today
When Tongues&Grooves began in 2003 there was very little in the way of spoken word in and around Portsmouth. It is to its credit that it has managed to keep going without having to resort to the purely open mic model. Included in the audiences have been non-poets, non-performers, and most importantly, those who come to listen. Today, Tongues&Grooves has a thriving Facebook presence with almost 500 members. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/16824975676/
The spoken word in Portsmouth is now thriving. Promoters include the Front Room, Trash Arts, Portsmouth Writers’ Hub, Groundlings, Per-Verse at the Canteen, Wave Maiden, Broken Mic at the RMA, Speakeasy, Write on the Night, all providing platforms for stand-up poets, story tellers, and open mic. In addition, ‘Portsmouth Poetry’ was formed in 2015 to put on cultural events as part of the annual Festivities.  
The Future for Tongues&Grooves in the Community
There are no plans to continue with the organisation of monthly club events. This would enable Maggie to focus on the management of poetry projects with a greater element of community involvement.

Immediate plans include three events at the Square Tower including Ferry Tales on 21 May, Fifty Ways to Fly on 17 September, and a Chinese themed evening with George Marsh on 15 October. Writing workshops will form an integral part leading to participation in the showcase events. 

Further plans include a prose poem competition with accompanying workshops and showcase event at next year’s Bookfest; performances of Diving into the Wreck; writing workshops; a literature festival for the marginalised and hard to reach communities in Portsmouth.

In addition, Tongues&Grooves in the Community would consider collaborations with other organisations and individuals with compatible aims.

In accordance with the constitution, a resolution will be put forward to the management committee prior to the AGM for the dissolution of Tongues&Grooves in the Community as a voluntary, non-profit making community group.  If the resolution is passed steps will be put in place to enable the transition to a Community Interest Company.

APPENDICES

1
Examples of Maggie’s Initiatives since 2003
· organising and hosting over 150 monthly events  

· liaising with featured poets and musicians

· setting up on-line distribution list, designing regular e-newsletters for 350 subscribers

· setting up Facebook page, Facebook discussion group, and Twitter account, maintaining and monitoring contributions to these

· coordinating design, printing, and distribution of publicity for events

· project management of events for Bookfest and Portsmouth Festivities

· delivery of several funded community projects including Small Sparks, The Lost Hour, M33, MONC workshops in schools, Ferry Tales

· curation of concert at New Theatre Royal

· co-editor of ‘This Island City’ Portsmouth in Poetry

· project management of concert at The Spring for the opening of the inaugural Havant Literature Festival

· delivery of Sprout workshop and show case event at New Theatre Royal

· delivery of poetry workshops including at The Kings Theatre, First Act, Give Gain and Grow, Haslar Detention Centre (with John Haynes), Cathedral Innovation Centre, Cranstoun CDA, PUSH, St James’ Hospital, MIND

· project management of anniversary event at Square Tower in 2013

· performance of Zones of Avoidance in collaboration with Hampshire Festival of the Mind

· acting Minutes Secretary of Tongues&Grooves in the Community

· delivery of funded projects totalling over £30k
2
Volunteers and Supporters since 2003
· Asher Design and Print

· Tim Backhouse - design and running of the original website until his death in 2015

· Carolyn Barber –  current chair of T&G; co-project manager of The Lost Hour Event and anniversary event at Square Tower. Funding adviser. 

· Denise Bennett – current committee member; co-editor of ‘This Island City’. Workshop facilitator. 

· Tom Bennett – technical support.

· Kevin Borratt – current committee member; design and maintenance of new website.

· Greg Clark – The Florence Arms, Southsea.

· Chris Collier – PA and sound.

· Elaine Crinnion – organisation of a small poetry competition for the first concert.

Help with poster design and organisation of first concert. Co-host of several events at The Florence.

· Phil Crinnion – curating and delivery of ‘The Night Walks’ poetry and electronic music project.

· Steve Davis – logo design.

· Les Kazoos D’Amour – house band at the Square Tower 2015 – 2016.

· Liz Davis – former volunteer. 

· Jon Everitt – design of ‘This Island City.

· Wendy French – workshop facilitator. Anniversary Poetry Competition Judge.

· Dale Gunthorpe with Julie Millard - editing, publishing, funding and marketing of the anthology ‘This Island City’. Organisation of two launch events at Groundlings Theatre and the Spinnaker Tower.

· Roy Hanney – ‘This Island City’ poem film project with students from Chichester University.

· John Haynes – workshop facilitator at Gosport Detention Centre.

· Pauline Hawkesworth – competition judge.

· Steve and Julia Hender – subsidised hire of Square Tower.

· Ed Hurd – current committee member; overseeing budget, constitution, funding, advice on website design, helping at over 150 events with PA and setting up. Design of flyers and posters. Hosting of visiting poets. 

· Emily Leach – funding adviser and former committee member.

· Bernard MacDonagh – co-host of Tongues&Grooves 2003 – 2005. Music advisor/input.

· George Marsh – organisation of two themed evenings of Irish and Chinese Poetry and for making a major contribution to the first concert at the New Theatre Royal. Consultant Editor of ‘This Island City’. Workshop facilitator and advisor.

· William Marshall – current independent examiner.

· Marilyn Old – volunteer

· Richard Peirce – current committee member; organisation of two poetry in translation evenings. Hosting of club events. 

· Eileen Phyall – current treasurer, door at the RMA and Square Tower. Administration of 10th Anniversary poetry competition. Help with Hampshire Festival of the Mind. 

· Mike Phyall – door at RMA and Square Tower. Help with setting up PA and funding.

· Pam Ringland – mental health workshop adviser.

· Gareth Toms –  current committee member; hosting of club events; volunteer.

· The RMA Tavern.

· Richard Williams -  former chair of T&G; organisation and curation of a poetry of exile film exhibition for the Big Screen. Advising with editing of ‘This Island City’.  Host of Tongues&Grooves club events.

Maggie Sawkins
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