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I’m really pleased to see this collection of poetry coming together, and I feel privileged to have been able to 

showcase some of this work when I have been talking to people about the dramatic difference that stopping 

smoking can make to the lives of people who experience mental ill-health.

We know that people with mental health problems are more likely to smoke than the general population. This 

leaves them more at risk of smoking related diseases. People with mental health problems face some of the 

greatest health inequalities and are much more likely to suffer chronic physical ill-health, and that’s something 

we want to help put right.

While tobacco use in the last decade among the general population has gone down (fewer than one in 

four people in the UK aged over 16 smoke), smoking amongst people with mental health problems has not 

decreased, with an estimated 40 per cent regularly smoking.

 

We need to make sure that people with mental health problems are supported to go smokefree, because they 

are entitled to the same level of care that anyone else in the rest of society gets. Smokers who use an NHS 

specialist service like ours are four times more likely to quit smoking successfully.

We know that many people with a mental illness, including those without a diagnosis, smoke to self-medicate 

because nicotine temporarily helps them relieve feelings of stress, anxiety and low mood. However, it’s an 

addiction that kills half of all its users, and people who quit often say they feel so much better afterwards, and 

so soon, that they wish they had quit long ago.

Dr Andrew McCulloch, Chief Executive of the Mental Health Foundation, said: 

“Lots of smokers with mental health problems say that they would like to stop smoking but struggle when 

they try to do so. It is unfair that they should be at an increased risk of dying from a smoking related disease. 

Their needs can and should be addressed.”

Here in Leicester, we are very pleased to see a growing number of people, including those with mental 

ill-health, and people in their circles like staff, families and friends, starting to take an interest in going 

smokefree. We are committed to giving the right support to all smokers who ask for our help. Stopping 

smoking improves people’s quality of life, not just by reducing ill-health but by freeing up their household 

income to spend on themselves in ways that make a big difference to their happiness.

Anyone who lives or works in Leicester can talk to us about  what we can offer,  by calling 

0116 295 4141. 

Louise Ross
Tobacco Control Manager at NHS Leicester City

  



Smoking
The skin of the smoker
is a yellowed pouch
of bones and blood 
that stretches and sags 
and grows empty
it will age like the laminate 
on my yellow tobacco pouch
the brand new and the shiny
the bronze and the gold
it will all erode gradually
inside my jeans pocket
as the outer packaging 
is weakened out of its’ shape.

And I’m thinking
I always new this would 
happen to my body
from the moment 
around my 13th birthday
when an older mate
in exchange for 20p
dropped my first cigarette
into my pencil tin
like a bullet.

At first I was content to keep
it hidden in there with the tin closed
huddled in the dark
with a photo of an actress
I’d snipped from the TV times
she was a teen heart throb then
last time I saw her 
she had a bit part 
in Coronation Street
as a chronically depressed divorcee
struggling to come to terms
with middle age.

I remember thinking 
it was ironic because
that’s how they were trying
us from starting smoking as teenagers
by getting us to fast forward
our minds into later life
where we’d have to deal 
with the consequences
it didn’t work of course!

By Nick King



Smoking at 
home 

When I’m at home I am free 
to smoke in any room
although they say it is 
bad feng shui to smoke
in the bedroom. 
Personally I like the 
comfort blanket feeling
of being able to fall asleep
with my baccy pouch safely
in my clutches. 

I wake up
to it like a favourite pet
and stroke the folds
and creases in it’s coat lovingly! 
I let the curls and swirls 
cloud the air
like astronauts floating 
in their space suits.

With all public places
now seized by the clean air brigade, 
a smoky atmosphere has 
the same naughty indulgence
as a chocolate ice-cream
session when you are trying
to toe the line with the latest
body-fascist diet.

All I need now 
is a bald guy
to offer his head for
match striking purposes
and I’ll have my perfect 
‘Hamlet’ moment!

By Nick King



When I’m in hospital these days,
there is no smoke-room. 
It used to be the centre of the universe
when you were confined to a ward.

What do people do on a psychy ward
now there’s no smoke-room? ‘coz all that 
‘Do you fancy a game of scrabble?’
soon wears a bit thin!

For your first 15 minutes you get 
‘Do you you fancy a game of scrabble?’
then you’ll be getting coaxed
into more dangerous territory:

‘D’ya fancy a game of scrabble?
‘D’ya wanna buy some crack?’
It’s the nature of these places.
Breeding grounds for hostility 
and contempt.

Just watch how easily the extreme 
boredom ignites into extreme violence.
No fag breaks has gotta add to the 
pressure cooker effect.

Where there’s no smoke
there’s more fire!

By Nick King

Smoking 
on the 

ward

Smoking worsens 

depression and anxiety, 

despite  giving 

temporary relief.



Smoking 
at home

When I’m at home I smoke 
as if it might be a religion
more than a physical addiction.

When the wind is right
I can hear the cathedral bells
counting out the time.

Every hour and splitting
every hour into quarters.

My home is like a quarantine
for god and all his devils
that sit by my side.

When I’m at home I’m
alone with them and they
imitate the gesture..

Living lifting my hand 
to my mouth.

When I’m at home 
you can’t tell what I’ve stolen
you can’t tell what’s broken,

you can’t see the damage done
down to the dog end.

By Jo Twist



Smoking on 
the ward
Life on the ward is skewed by early mornings
and early evenings there’s a trolley man
for treats as a reward for getting out of bed
there’s meds to skewer the nonsense in yr 
head,

and we all pile into the smoke-room leaving
the TV talking to itself in the enormous room
all in the smoke-room turning the air blue
and swearing too at the facts of food,

and nurses and unrecognisable doctors
and about the fact that there’s nothing else to 
do.

By Jo Twist



The Red
Cigarette Lighter
I’ve never held a cigarette 
lighter.
What do I know about a 
cigarette lighter?
What do I need to know about 
a cigarette lighter?

The red cigarette lighter.
There is a bit of black and 
metallic grey on it too.
One flick and there’s a flame.
A little spark from a 
little container.

Fire when you need it.

I don’t need a cigarette lighter.
The red cigarette lighter.

By Amy Jennings

I ve Never 
Held a Lighter

,

I’ve never held a lighter.
I’ve never held a cigarette.

I’ve never had a “first smoke”.
That apparently you never forget.

I remember at secondary school,
Some kids smoked down the hidden 

track.
The teachers they knew,

But, many just turned their back.

I never want to have a smoke.
The smell makes me feel ill.

I’ve never held a lighter.
Perhaps I never will.

By Amy Jennings

People with mental 
ill-health are twice as 

likely to die from 
coronary heart disease 

than the general 
population and four times 
more likely to die from a 

respiratory disease.



When I m  at 
Home I Don t 
Smoke

,
,

When I’m at home I don’t smoke.  
I don’t smoke.  
I don’t even think about smoking.  
I know people who smoke.
I don’t know anyone near my home who 
smokes.
Maybe some of my neighbours smoke.
If they smoke, they must do so inside.
I haven’t seen them smoking.

There’s a bus stop almost right outside 
my brown front door.
It’s handy, but I still manage to miss the bus…  
sometimes.
I can see the ends, stubs of cigarettes 
near the bus stop.
I guess people smoke whilst they are waiting 
for the bus. 
Smoking fills the air with pollutants.
Perhaps smoking fills time too.
When I’m at home, I have to try to think 
of ways to fill my time.

I don’t think about smoking.
If I stop, now...  and think about smoking.
I think...  hmmm, it can be a social activity.
I know it can be a social activity.
If it a social activity, do I miss out, not smoking?
No.  I don’t want to smoke.

By Amy Jennings



When I was 
a Hospital 
Inpatient

When I was an hospital inpatient at Glenfield 
Hospital at the Bradgate Unit.  My bed was 
next to a window and other people, patients, 
smoked right outside it.  It didn’t matter 
much, the windows hardly opened, so if I 
had the window open (which I didn’t much 
as the weather was not too warm) then I 
couldn’t luckily smell the smoke drifting in 
the atmosphere.  I also could not escape 
out of the window, I wanted too.  I could, 
however, hear the other patients, those who 
smoked chatting outside the window; it may 
have been nice to have joined in.  If I had 
not been scared I guess I could have done 
so without smoking too.  I wanted to be left 
alone anyway.  I did not want to be on the 
ward.  

If I had smoked, I may have gone out more 
into the gardens, although there were not 
many flowers.  I stayed inside – a lot.  Me 

and my hospital bed, my sketchpad and my 
playing cards and my thoughts.  I was inside 
and alone.  Alone, but with a lot of time to 
think and with hospital staff there – to keep 
me “safer”.

Smoking – I reckon smoking helped many 
of the other patients, helped them with their 
stress and “troubles”, the stress of being in 
a hospital environment, away from their “real 
life”.  I had other ways of managing.  I am glad 
that I do not smoke; it is one less thing for me 
to worry about.  

A final thought – I remember when the “med’s 
call” came – the smoker’s and the non-
smoker’s alike suddenly all became united, 
queuing up at the medication room door.  
We were all there together on the ward for a 
reason, not all there to smoke, but all there to 
get better and improve our lives.

By Amy Jennings



Silver and gold got nice writing.
It was in the 50’s 
when I had my first.
I must have been about 
17 or 18, it wasn’t too good
it was a long time ago.
Silver and gold got nice writing
I was at Warwick Castle 
my dad got me a job 
doing errands 
getting vegetables 
in the landrover,
silver and gold got nice writing
brocalli, potatoes - 
but then I didn’t smoke 
because it made me cough.
Silver and gold got nice writing
But I smoked in the 50’s 
the 60’s and the 70’s,
I smoked in the 80’s
I can’t remember how much
Silver and Gold got nice writing
my friends smoked,
Barbara and Helen
but I haven’t seen them
for a long time.

By Nick

Within 8 hours of stopping smoking your risk of heart attack starts to fall



When I was in hospital 
I smoked outside
by the carpark
or the cafeteria 
or by the reception .
I smoked less
because of my chest
but I didn’t like it there.

By Anon

It’s just that I’m very upset with my brother’s 
smoking 

at this time of day. That his health is deteriorating, 
because his face looks like a chipmonk’s face. 

And I’m very worried about his health 
in the near future 

and this is all 
I have to say about it.

By Kim

Stopping smoking 

may mean that other 

medication can be 

reduced, ask your key 

worker about this.



When my brother smokes it makes me 
very angry and fearful and gives me 

  heartache
Because it is destroying him - he 

needs someone to tell him to stop
  smoking 

He is a pessimistic smoker 
He took it up because someone

offered him a cigarette only
recently at school
To him it’s a game 

a mind game 
he reminds me of a chipmonk.

By Kim

When I was 16 years old 
I pinched one fag from my father’s pocket

and I lighted up 
And I started to cough and suddenly

My mum came inside of the house
And she realised I was smoking.

She got very angry at me 
She said:

“I’m going to tell your father that you are smoking”
and I said to my mum

“I promise, I am not going to touch the cigarettes anymore”
And I never tried to smoke

Until I came here to England 
Then I broke my promise 

I started to smoke 
And I was smoking for 6 years 

Until last year 
I stopped.

By Mohammed



They said in the papers afterwards
Lighting and no thunder

She smoked enough 
My husband went round there

Once a week - many times
But he never smoked

All he smoked was politeness
Half a cigarette and wasted the rest

That house was sold
For 20 thousand

But I saw it go for 75
A famous doctor

But he’s dead now
So I can’t say much.

By Anon

Black lungs
Filled with tar 
Whether you smoke fags
Or cigars

It kills you slowly
It’s really bad
And it doesn’t make you happy
When you’re feeling sad

It’s really expensive
The prices are rising
You wonder why you’re skint
But is it really surprising

Some people smoke
Just to look cool
But passive smoking kills
So you’re just being cruel

Get some support
Don’t put up a fight
If you cut down slowly
You will be alright

You could save so much money
Go on a shopping spree
Get rid of a smoker’s cough
Just for being smoke free.

By Adele Amor

Smoking makes stress, 
anxiety and sleep 

disorders worse, all of 
which are detrimental 

to existing mental 
ill-health. 



The first fag I had
We were 13, she said:
“we’ll smoke’ em in the entry
to the terrace house”
Well what a place to have a puff
Because the wind came in
And burnt my eyebrows off.
And this was my first fag!
Well, when I got home
She said -  my mum -
Now who’s been smoking?
I can smell ‘em.
I said - “how do you know?”
And she said - “I know everything”
And after that
I thought she did know everything
my mum
And I didn’t smoke again.
Not once - well not a lot.

By Anon

When you’re already 

feeling vulnerable, it’s 

much harder to cope with 

the devastating 

illnesses caused by 
smoking.

,
,



I feel so sorry for her.
Chained to her addiction.
Face drawn into lines
by each drag on the cigarette.
Her fingers stained by the tar
and breath made putrid.
By the stale smoker.
Even her clothes stink of the
clogging stench of burnt tobacco.

By Jennifer

Smoking has become my way of life,
Helps me through the stress and strife,

Now I think it’s time to stop, 
Because if not my lungs will pop.

By Pam



If I stopped smoking I could buy myself 
a scooter in 2 years.
In 20 years a helicopter - if I had a loan.
By the time I was 50 I could’ve had a 
bachelor pad or  penthouse suit
and a helicopter and a scooter
Though probably I wouldn’t be inter-
ested 
in the scooter.
I’d buy some decent cards.
Maybe a decent pool table.
I’d go to antique fairs.
I think I’d have a full designer coat made.
Though maybe not full length - of course
I might go out with Julian Clary and 
Bruce Forseith too,
If I was hunky enough.
Or even Paul McGee or his brother 
Mikehad
If I didn’t smoke.
Maybe.
I dunno.

By Steve Ashby

£1,838.20 
a year
Steve Ashby

You wake up, you have a fag
Have a cuppa, have a fag

Have a shower, have a fag
Have a meal, have a fag

In between meal, have a fag
In between courses, have a fag 
Fags turn into your daily clock.

The hand ticks round.
Fag shaped on the clock face.

The ashtray is round like the clock face,
when its full.

It’s the end of the day.

By David Lucy

Measuring time
cigarette breaks



Notes on the Poetry Workshops

Service Users Workshops

Staff

Seven two-hour workshops were run on the Adult Acute Mental Health Wards at The Bran-
don and Bradgate Mental Health Units, including the Intensive Care Unit at The Bradgate 
MHU.

The workshops were facilitated by Alison Dunne, who is a freelance poet /creative writer, with 
the support of Lydia Towsey, the Creative Arts in Mental Health 
Co-ordinator (Jobshare) at Leicestershire Partnership Trust.

Attendance at the workshops was very good, with excellent support from ward staff; this was 
invaluable in ensuring the success of the project. Evaluations were undertaken on each of 
the wards with responses such as:

“The sessions were nice. I think I might stop smoking. The teachers are very nice
I enjoyed it. I enjoyed the poems.”

“Very exciting and rewarding it’s helped me keep off smoking and concentrate on other 
things.”

“It’s a good distraction from smoking and if you’ve got strong will power you can do it.”

“Went better than anticipated - initially asked people - not keen - limited 
resources. People wouldn’t normally sit down together/some conflict/difficult 
behavior, but worked.”

“People have definitely enjoyed it. It’s not often that some of the participants sit down together 
and interact with each other - so boosts social confidence, self esteem, etc.” 

The workshops provided an opportunity for people to consider alternatives to smoking and 
also produced a wealth of wonderful writing around the subject of smoking cessation.

We are pleased to see this work made available for all to see, and we are proud of the con-
tribution it has made to improving the health of people who use our services.

It should be noted that a number of service users who participated in the project have now, 
as a direct result, engaged in artistic activity in the community.

Tim Sayers.
Creative Arts in Mental Health Co-ordinator (Jobshare)
Leicestershire Partnership Trust
Call 0779 547 5806 or e-mail tim.sayers@leicspart.nhs.uk.

www.leicspt.nhs.uk


