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BLOODY ST ALBANS 
NEARS PUBLICATION

Verulam Writers’ upcoming anthology, Bloody
St Albans, is nearing publication.

Bloody St Albans is the Verulam Writers
anthology of short crime-themed stories set in St
Albans or the surrounding area.

VW Chair, Phillip Mitchell said of the anthology:

“Bloody St Albans is coming together nicely. The
quality of submissions has been amazing, really
showcasing the creativity and skill of our
members, and we’ve been lucky enough to
receive contributions from local bestselling crime
authors Howard Linskey, Rachael Blok, and Candy
Denman. Editing is almost finished, and we’ll be
ready to reveal the cover soon - expect a local
landmark and buckets of blood. We’re planning a
big launch event for the end of October with
readings from some of the contributors and
plenty of paperback copies of the book available
for purchase. Clear your diaries now in
anticipation! The book will be something all
Verulam Writers members can be proud of.”

Expect a date for a launch party soon.
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From the Editor…

Hello and welcome to another edition of
VERACITY – the newsletter by Verulam
Writers about all things writing.

What a scorcher summer has been. I don’t
know about you but I found it hard to find
the energy to get myself up from the sofa,
let alone write (kudos to those who
managed to!).

2021/22 proved to be a fantastic season,
as this Veracity shows. In this edition you’ll
find articles looking back on childhood
inspiration, looking forward to sources of
inspiration, and enough crime inspiration
to shake a threatening fist at!

We hope you enjoy this edition, and see
you next season.

Sam Ellis, Editor
VWVeracityEditor@gmail.com
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2022/23 Subscription Fee Increase

The annual subscription fee for Verulam Writers is
to increase to £42 for the 2022/23 season.

Annual subscription fees have stayed at the same
rate since the 2017/18 season, except for 2020/21
when no subs were charged. We’ve been notified
that our venue costs will be rising by 20%, so we
reluctantly have to increase subs this year. At £1.90
per official meeting we hope everyone agrees that
this is still great value.

Subs of £42 are due at the beginning of the season
on 7th September, and you can pay in any of the
following ways (online preferred):
• PayPal to treasurervwc@gmail.com (please tick

the ‘send money to friends’ box NOT the
‘payments for goods/services’ box so we don’t
get charged a fee).

• Bank Transfer to: Verulam Writers
Account no: 77866868
Sort code: 77-95-20

• Cash to Anne Ellis, treasurer.
• Cheque made payable to Verulam Writers.

mailto:VWVeracityEditor@gmail.com
mailto:treasurervwc@gmail.com
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From the Chair…
Chairman of Verulam Writers Phillip Mitchell.

As I write this, I’ve forgotten what rain looks like.

It’s hot, stuffy, uncomfortable. Words are

melting from my l

a

p

t

o

p

screen in 33°C heat.

And it’s been chaos in the Mitchell household.

Our beautiful and tiny second child, Sophie, was

born 3 days before we moved house. I can’t

recommend combining those two big life

changes. But soon I’ll have a place to escape the

heat and family chaos, because the new house

has a garden office - a glorified shed. I’ve always

wanted a writing shed at the bottom of the

garden and now I have one - I’m winning at life.

The shed is in the cool shade of a huge horse

chestnut tree and with the doors flung open to

the garden and a cool breeze blowing through,

it’s bliss. The only downside I can imagine are

the autumn conkers frightening the life out of

me as they fall like tiny bombs on to the roof - I

scare easily. I have grand plans for my shed. My

best work will be written there. I’ll be super-

productive. Novels and short stories will pour

out of me, and I’ll be as successful as other

writing shed aficionados such as Roald Dahl,

Dylan Thomas, and George Bernard Shaw. In

fact, I’d already have polished off my second

novel by now if only I didn’t have a new baby

and a house full of boxes that need unpacking

before I even start organising the shed.

But, as well as the shed, I’m excited about

something else, something I can use as an

excuse to avoid unpacking boxes, and that’s the

new season of Verulam Writers. I’ve now been a

member of Verulam Writers for about 5 ½ years,

and I look forward to each new season. My

years now revolve around the setting, deadlines

and adjudications of our competitions, which I

always try to enter, and I always look forward to

what I’ll learn from our guest speakers and

workshops. I’m privileged to be involved in

pulling the programme together with the rest of

the committee and it promises to be a great

year. Please keep an eye on the website for what

we have planned.

It’s our AGM on the 7th September. The

committee will report on the finances and plans

for our group, and we’ll be voting to confirm the

committee members for the next year, so make

sure you come along and have your say,

particularly if you’d like to join the committee

yourself.

Lastly, work on our crime story anthology,

Bloody St Albans, is progressing nicely. Members

submitted some amazing stories and editing is

underway with plans for a launch event in

October. Well done to everyone who submitted

something.

Take care, and if you don’t see me at a meeting

soon, you'll probably find me in my writing shed.

Phil

Chair of Verulam Writers

VERACITY



Howard Linskey Competition 2022
Robert Paterson reports on the annual crime competition.

religiously motivated, but turns out to be the work of eco-warriors. My entry featured a US park ranger and

fitness model who becomes the target of a serial killer, which Howard found particularly exciting.

Some of the entries were also to be featured in our upcoming crime fiction anthology, Bloody St Albans.

Among these was Firewatch Duty, a wartime story about a boy who serves the St Albans Fire Service and

notices strange happenings in St Albans Abbey on the night of a Doodlebug raid.

Vengeance (as I pointed out) is a common theme to stories in Verulam Writers competitions, and tonight was

no exception. In A Roman Surprise by Joan Crooks, a woman plays a part in murdering a conman who drove

her mother to suicide, then dumping his body in the Verulamium Roman Theatre. Similarly, My Old Dutch by

Anne Ellis features a self-centred Cockney gentleman (based on a character created by Robert Browning) who

murders a woman but then eats the cake she baked for him, which turns out to be laced with poison.

It was sad that there could only be a limited number of winners, for Howard was especially pleased with the

standard of our writing. When we came to the winning entries, Gerwin De Boer took third prize for Dark Side

of the Moon, in which Apollo astronauts become the target of government agents who are trying to keep a

conspiracy quiet. Jonny Rowland took second place for The Problem With Poe, a post-modern buddy cop story

inspired by Edgar Allan Poe and featuring a killer refrigerator!
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Wednesday 29 June was the penultimate meeting of the

year and marked the adjudication of the only Verulam

Writers competition whose theme never changes; the

Howard Linskey Competition on the theme of crime.

Howard himself (the judge) was in attendance calling

out the eleven entries in turn.

The Howard Linskey Competition is exclusively for crime

stories, yet this year’s participants took the theme to

wondrous extremes. One story centred around a senile

old woman who thinks she’s been robbed. Another

followed an investigation into a crime that seems to be

The winner was our most significant absentee; Phillip Mitchell. His winning entry,

Sometimes Quiet, Sometimes Loud, delves into the mind of a mentally unstable bus

driver. While Gerwin and Jonny received their prizes on the night, Phillip claimed his a

fortnight later at our end of year party. Anne Ellis won the Gnome De Plume for her

pseudonym Lady Quelle-Heure.

Thanks for judging, Howard, and we’ll see you next year.

© Verulam Writers 2022
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A Writing Workshop, Naturally
Robert Paterson gets back to nature…

On 4th April this year, the circle was pleased to welcome a very special guest; Emma Mackenzie. She is a
mental health specialist from York who also possesses an MA in Creative Writing. Emma has used writing in
her therapy sessions and is a great believer in the healing power of nature. That is why her talk was all about
nature writing.

The name is self-explanatory. Nature writing is any prose or poetry relating to animals, plants, minerals or
anything in the natural world. Some of it is factual, some fictional. It is a fairly common sub-genre and while
women are its most common afficionados, some men, such as Robert McCraig, enjoy it too. In McCraig’s case,
he writes nature-related poems.

Emma claims nature writing is very cathartic, for it can take you away from the stresses of modern life and
ground your soul in something peaceful. If you write a little about nature over a long time, you will find
yourself attuning into the cycles of nature, just as you become more aware of your body during yoga or
meditation. It makes one naturally bolder and more curious.

Better yet, knowledge of nature can help writing in other genres become
more imaginative. For example, a lot of aliens in science fiction are strongly
based on real animals. Nature writing will help your writing become more
evocative, given the profound emotions the natural world can stir in us; its
colour, sound, breadth and majesty.

Emma took us through a series of simple exercises to get us familiar with nature writing. Attendees had been
asked to bring in an object or a picture that represented something in nature. These were to be described in a
cryptic manner so other circle members could guess what they might be. But first, to lead into that, Emma
asked us to describe a maple leaf in detail; its shape, colour and more subtle features.

The third of Emma’s exercises called on circle members to describe a favourite natural site, where Molly Le
Messurier described the process of checking her garden at night. The fourth exercise required writers to put
themselves into the mind of an animal. I combined both exercises by describing a snail in Richmond Park,
starting his day by examining the leaves he might enjoy eating, while also checking for thrushes who might eat
him.

The last exercise required us to describe a human in a natural
environment, such as a lost boy in the woods, a diver on a coral reef or
an injured mountaineer. Finally, Emma gave us some nonsense words
so we could draw a shape that might fit the word. This proved how
words can invoke feelings an images in our head by their mere sound.

A good time was had by all, but if you missed the workshop, Emma
recommends the books The Loop by Nicholas Evans or To See Clearly:
Why Ruskin Matters by Suzanne Fagence Cooper.
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Phil Mitchell is reading… Small Things Like These by Claire Keegan.
“This novel is only 118 pages long but it’s pretty much a perfect
novel. Set in a small Irish town in 1985, a coal merchant makes a
discovery in a local convent which forces him to confront both his
past and the complicit silence of a town. The writing is so good that
immediately after finishing this book, I read Claire Keegan’s other
short novel, Foster, and then her two short story collections. I’m a
big fan. And this novel recently made it to the longlist of this year’s
Booker prize, which hopefully means lots of other people will
discover how great this writer is. I hope it wins. Highly
recommended.”

What We’re Reading 
(and What We Think!)

Tina Shaw is reading… A Kind of Loving by Sam Barstow.
“A reminder of the successful film describing the different
way relationships were handled in the 1950s.”

Yvonne Moxley is reading…
The Ashes of London by
Andrew Taylor.
“This gripped me from the
first page and didn’t let go
until the end. It begins with
the burning of St Paul’s
Cathedral in the Great Fire
of 1666 where a body is
found stabbed in the neck.
Could there be even more
dead bodies found? This is a
thrilling novel of political
and religious intrigue which
has been beautifully
researched.”

Sam Ellis is reading… Out of the Corner by Jennifer Grey.
“I love a good celebrity autobiography, especially in summer, and
who better then Jennifer Grey of Dirty Dancing fame. Coming from
celebrity stock (her father is Joel Grey, the Master of Ceremonies in
Cabaret – a role for which he won the Academy Award) Jennifer’s
had a life filled with drama, nose-jobs and more than one celebrity
romance. It has everything you need for a summer read – fun,
emotion, and a good dose of celebrity gossip.”
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If You Want to Write – First, Read.
Ben Bergonzi on reading commercially for writing commercially.

Well did you know that a lot of books are available to read free? All you need to do in return is
complete the pleasantly stimulating task of writing a review. To convincingly praise a book you need
to have read it, and reading takes time. Therefore publishers are very grateful to anyone who can do
the reading and write those ‘honest reviews.’

I first started getting books for nothing when I subscribed to Net Galley, where you can order a huge
variety of books, organised by genre, well before the publication date, as long as you don’t mind
reading them on your kindle or tablet. It’s a bit difficult to keep notes when reading electronically as
you can’t dog-ear a page or pencil notes in the margin. Still I have reviewed a good number of books
this way, and some of those reviews have gone on to be published. Although Net Galley is only a
website, in my chosen genre, historical fiction, we have an excellent 62 pp magazine produced
quarterly, Historical Novels Review from the Historical Novels Society. The magazine consists mainly
of HNS members’ contributed reviews of current and forthcoming titles. And who gets to write those
reviews? Any member who volunteers. And who gets to choose who writes the reviews? Again,
anyone who volunteers. Not long after joining up with Historical Novels Society I saw an
advertisement in the magazine for the (unpaid) job of being one of a group of Reviews Editors for
HNS’s UK arm. I applied for the job and got it, and now I have a wide range of handsome new
volumes coming through my letterbox all around the year and I get to pick the ones I would like to
keep before sending off the rest to our panel, who are in locations as varied as Italy, Dorset, Dublin
and Durham. Of course I receive a lot of books I would like read but don’t have time for (I am sorry to
use a four-letter word but there is such a thing as ‘work’.) However, even ten minutes with a books,
spent purposefully, can be very informative.

I would like to think that wide reviewing enables me to gain something of the same awareness of
trends and fashions as is enjoyed by those actually working in the book trade. If I was not working as

We are all told that the
first step to writing is to
know how to position our
ideas as they would
appear in book form.
What shelf in the book
shop? What genre? And
the only way to identify
that is by wide reading.
Now, books are expensive
and to read that widely
you need to consume a
lot of them.
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a reviews editor (there are five of us in the UK and six in the US) I would never have realised how
heavily invested the industry is in fashionable niches. I can only illustrate this with examples from
historical novels but no doubt the same applies in other genres. 1939 to 1945 is by far the most
popular of the historical eras and after that comes the Regency era (where every book strives to be
‘Austentacious’) of approximately 1810-1830. These short periods between them contribute far
above their weight. In other eras the lead seems to come from specific popular works - the Tudor
period is all about crime in high places (following on from the success of CJ Sansom or SJ Parris) while
in the 18th Century the fashion is for courtesans, vice and the London underworld (unless for
American authors when the setting is often the Highlands of Scotland; the Jacobites lionized,
redcoats vilified.)

Looking at the books that come my way I increasingly find the style is very trained. I am sure this is
true of all genres. The authors either work in publishing themselves or have been on creative writing
courses - the training shows in the balance between style and narrative, in wide vocabulary, rhythm
and editing. This seems to be essential in this era where novel reading is something people choose to
do (whereas if you want to just pass the time you can dial up umpteen TV shows to binge watch,
even from your phone). In a way the craft of writing novels and the habit of reading seem to be
becoming once again the concern of educated (largely female) elites, as they were in the 18th century
period when the modern novel was born.

And style can trump the most uncommercial themes. Who would have thought a book about the
Aberfan disaster focusing on those who embalmed the bodies of the dead children would ever find
its way to the market? But it did, this year, and with Faber & Faber too.

I do strongly recommend
anyone who wants to write
commercially to read
commercially too. Writing a
review involves careful
reading, formulating an angle
of approach, researching the
author’s other work and that
of other writers in the same
genre, fact checking the
author’s own research, and
many more skills. It is a
stimulating mental exercise,
and as well as helping us, it
definitely helps the authors
too.
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The VW Website
www.verulamwriters.org

On our website you can find all the latest information on our upcoming meetings, find out
about new competitions, download Veracity, and much more!

There are two features in particular that we want to draw your attention to:

First, there is the section Writing by our Members. Here we showcase one piece of writing
per members. So if you have a particular piece of work that you are proud, whether is
available for purchase or maybe downloadable on your own website, we can feature it in this
section. Just send an email to verulamwritersevents@outlook.com. There are already a few
items on this section. If there is a particular style you prefer or image, you’d like us to use,
please let us know in the email.

Secondly, we have a new Members Forum. Here we can have discussions on writing, share
work for feedback and make suggestions about the Writing Group. You can register by
signing up for an account. All you need is an email address and come up with a password.
Then we’ll need to check your membership and validate your account. That should only take
us a day or two tops!

We hope you all enjoy the website. Feel free to share feedback on the forum!

VERACITY

http://www.verulamwriters.org/
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Sometimes Quiet. Sometimes Loud.
Phillip Mitchell’s winning entry to the Howard Linskey Crime Competition.

“Can you hear it?” I ask.

The noise fills the air - shrill, constant - passing through the streets and alleys as the sun rises over
the distant clock tower. Its tiny sound waves ripple the surface of my morning coffee in the cupholder
of my parked bus.

The passenger shakes her head, chestnut hair brushing her shoulders.

“I can’t hear anything,’ she says.

“Hold your breath,” I tell her. “I’ll hold mine. Try listening again.”

Shutting tight her hazel eyes, she smiles and inhales, happy to play the game. Her brow furrows in
concentration.

She’s a regular on this bus route, off to work today in a summer dress, yellow and floral. It’ll be warm
today, but the morning chill has raised goose bumps on her slim arms.

She lets out her breath.

“I’m sorry,” she says, laughing. “I can’t hear it.”

She pays her fare, dropping warm coins from her hand into my outstretched palm.

In my rear-view mirror, she walks to the back of the bus and takes a seat. She settles and studies her
phone as the noise she can’t hear burrows deep into my head. It’ll be busier later, but this morning
she’s the only passenger on my route from St Albans to Hatfield.

The bus judders as the engine rumbles to life, and the noise is masked, a bit. But the doors close,
squealing, adding to the clamour in my head, and I wince. As I release the brakes, I flinch at the sharp
hiss. I grimace as the bus whines while pulling out from the bus stop onto the empty road. In my wing
mirror, a man runs behind, hands waving, willing me to stop. I meet his eyes in the mirror. His mouth
forms swear words as he shrinks into the distance. It’s just me and her and the noise.

I turn a sharp left, heading down the hill of Victoria Street, the noise travelling with us. Opening my
window, the rush of air softens the noise, but it’s still there. Always there. But worse today. Today is a
bad day.



© Verulam Writers 2022

VERACITY

A couple of cars pass but there are no people on the streets. The shops are shuttered. The takeaways,
hairdressers and nail bars are yet to open for customers. It’s a beautiful time of day.

A car pulls out in front, and I slam on the brakes. The brakes scream. A scream I know. The same as
the noise in my head. Always the same scream. Sometimes quiet. Sometimes loud. The scream she’d
made as the knife plunged into her chest, just above her necklace.

The bus jerks to a stop.

“Idiot,” I shout as the driver of the car avoids eye-contact.

I touch the gold cross beneath my uniform shirt. It calms me. But the scream remains, now ear-
splitting. Painful. Stabbing. I rub my forehead. It’s warm, sweating.

In the rear-view mirror, the woman in the back is looking at me.

“Some people just shouldn’t drive,” I tell her.

She returns to staring at her phone as I start driving, glancing back at her. I hadn’t noticed before, but
she’s the mirror image of someone I knew. The same hair. Same nose. Same figure. Wendy, the
woman with the scream. The scream in my head. From whose neck I unfastened a bloodied gold
cross necklace and used the folds of her skirt to wipe it clean.

Wendy had ridden the bus every morning. A different route to this one, a different town. We’d always
laughed and joked, flirting. I loved to see her. I couldn’t wait to see her. Then, one evening, I covered
the evening shift, and there she was, on the night bus, drunk.

“Hello, you,” Wendy slurred, eyes lighting up when she recognised me.

I grinned.

“Have you had a good night?” I asked.

“Brilliant,” she said, giggling and toppling on her heels as she waved her return ticket at me. Gently, I
took her swaying hand to still it. It was soft and warm. I stroked her thumb lightly with mine as I
checked her ticket.

“Thank you,” I said, releasing her hand, closing the bus door, and preparing to depart.

She took the seat nearest to me and watched as I drove, a wide and beautiful smile on her flushed
face. I grew embarrassed at the attention. And Wendy’s face changed when I turned off-route onto
an unlit country lane.

Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeep!
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A car coming in the opposite direction blasts its horn, and I jolt out of my Wendy daydream. I swerve
back onto the correct side of the road just in time.

“Sorry,” I shout back to my alarmed passenger. She’s clutching the top of the chair in front, eyebrows
raised. Her eyebrows are just like Wendy’s.

The noise is too much today. My head aches. My eyelids are heavy.

“I need to stop for a minute,” I say, turning off Hatfield Road on to a lane. “There’s something wrong
with the bus,” I lie. I can barely hear my own voice through the noise.

She looks at her watch and tuts.

We pass a field of ripening wheat and pull up off the lane beside a gated woodland.

I release myself from my driving compartment and lumber up the bus aisle towards my passenger,
head and shoulders heavy with the noise.

She glances up before looking back at her phone.

The noise is intense. Penetrating deep into my skull.

“Are you sure you can’t hear that sound?” I ask.

“No,” she says, annoyed, before she sees the knife raised in my hand.

I grab her hair and pull her, yelling, from her seat and down the aisle. She flails, trying to release
herself, but the pain of pulled hair is too much. Opening the doors, I drag her down onto the bare
ground outside. Birdsong, like alarms and sirens, adds to the cacophony in my head. The gate to the
wood is ajar and I pull her deep into the trees before releasing her hair and throwing her to the
ground.

“What are you do-?”

My arm swings and she screams. A beautiful scream. A painkiller to my aching head.

The knife slices through the skin of her raised forearm. She screams again. It is bliss. I stab and stab in
ecstasy, her chest, her stomach, her thighs, the pitch of the screams lowering, until the screams stop.

I feel incredible. Tingling, almost rippling with pleasure.

From around her neck, I break a simple diamond pendant. It’ll sit well upon my chest with Wendy’s
gold cross, another passenger’s silver locket, and the schoolgirl’s St Christopher charm.

The scream in my head can’t be silenced. But I can drown it out with the screams of others.

12



When the editor asked me to write about one
book from childhood that inspired or influenced
me I was immediately lost for words – not a
good thing when I needed to put 700 of them in
this article. Why was I lost for words? It was the
numerical cap that gave me undue pause for
thought. One book! How could I narrow it down
to one? That’s like asking a painter to only use
one colour, a musician to only play one note, or a
barista to only make one type of coffee.
Although, to be fair, my decorator only ever
suggests beige, my lack of musical ability does
lean towards the triangle, and I can’t remember
the last time I didn’t order a black Americano at
a coffee shop.

I’ve been excited, devastated, delighted,
shocked, or simply entertained by so many books
in my childhood, indeed, over my whole life, that
I decided to flex the brief somewhat and identify
the one ‘thing’ in my childhood that heavily
inspired or influenced my reading.

The answer to this revised question surprised me
as, at first, I’d assumed it would be a person but
it wasn’t. For example, my busy parents read to
me when I was young but not often, so they
didn’t qualify. My English teachers certainly
influenced the direction of my reading but rarely
took me to places where I wanted to go. And as
for being influenced by a particular writer, that
just brought me back to the problem of choosing
one author out of many. Having discounted
people, I thought about objects, perhaps a
favourite notebook, bookmark or pen, but
winning a broad-tipped felt marker for having the
neatest handwriting out of a class of 7-year-olds
wasn’t that useful, let alone inspiring. Without
people and objects to consider that just left me
with places, but which one? As fond memories

came flooding back, I came to the realisation
that, to misquote the film Highlander, ‘there
could be only one.’

So here it is, the one thing in my childhood that
heavily inspired or influenced my reading was…

…Scarborough Library.

© Verulam Writers 202213
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What Influenced Me As A Child?
Steve Barley on the question of a lifetime…
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Okay, okay, I know on paper it doesn’t sound like
the most uplifting of places but bear with me as I
recall three of the things when I was growing up
that made me eagerly look forward to a visit to
Scarborough Library.

1. The smell that positively assaulted your
nose when you pushed through the heavy,
wooden entrance doors. That unique blend
of odours from aged bindings sitting
alongside freshly bound paper on row after
row of tall oak bookcases – bookcases that
looked as if they’d grown directly out of the
heavily waxed floor. Add to that the subtle
scent from the reading chairs seasoned by
polish, the passage of time and many
bottoms, the waft from glue used by the
stern-faced librarians to gum precisely placed
labels inside each new book, and the not so
subtle mustiness arising from customers
more in search of shelter than books, and the
result was a feeling of something familiar and
hugely comforting.

2. The contradictory nature of the much-
written rule of Silence! Where talking was
forbidden but the click-clack of heels on
parquet flooring wasn’t. Where whispers
were frowned at, yet date stamps were
pounded into every released book with
gusto. Where radiators must gurgle quietly in
winter, yet fans were allowed to hum and
whine loudly in summer.

3. The six book borrowing limit. Thousands of

fiction books on offer, hundreds tempting me
with their colourful imagery and enticing
blurb, all safely protected behind plastic dust
covers, but only six permitted out at a time
on one library ticket. Youth made me rage at
this ‘unfair’ limit, not realising that six would
soon become sixty or more over the course
of a year. First I devoured the children’s
section – every Famous Five adventure, each
Swallows and Amazons expedition. Then, as
my reading ability and horizons grew, I gave
the adult reading section a run for its money
– this week might be crime by Agatha
Christie or Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, next week
sci-fi with Gene Roddenberry or Arthur C.
Clarke. Westerns, wartime action novels,
thrillers and many more genres were picked,
stamped and devoured by a boy obsessed
with the power of the written word to weave
wonderful tales in his mind. A priceless
experience yet it needed no money to
purchase. On limited pocket money at the
time I could never have afforded it otherwise.

Scarborough Library was the place that inspired
and influenced me to read as a child, write as an
adult, and be open to and enjoy life in all of its
many genres and forms. It still serves the town of
my youth to this day, but with the advent of
eBooks, competition from other forms of
entertainment, and the endless pressures on
community spending its future, like every library
in the UK, is an evolving story.

I just hope it has a happy ending.
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Getting Physical….
Wendy Turner gets a sporting chance…

You might envisage a grim twenty-something stone matriarch with a face like thunder wielding the hammer
like a storm-trooper, but the current world champion, Polish-born Anita Wlodarczyk, looks a smart, stylish
athlete. She threw 82.29m at the 2016 Rio Olympics and is the only woman ever to burst through the 80m
mark. At the same event, a trim and sunny 31-year-old Brit, Sophie Hitchon, although ranked 11, took the
bronze medal with a throw of 74.54m with her final attempt, jumping from fifth to third place and setting a
British national record. She became the first British woman ever to win an Olympic hammer medal. What a
celebration they surely had!

Sophie was born on 11th July 1991 in Burnley. At the age of twenty she had little connection with the sport, or
any idea of the fame that was to unfold before her. What sparked her interest in the sport in the first place?
She might have felt, in that moment, that she was on the brink of something new and exciting. Within a year,
she had broken the British under-17 record and set a total of 14 junior and under-23 records. There was now
no stopping this Lancashire lass! Growing up, Sophie had been a keen ballet dancer and, now retired from the
sport, studied for a BSc in Business and Sport Management at the University of Hertfordshire. The questions
your readers would likely ask are - what happened when she first got to grips with the metal ball? Where was
she? Was it in a multi-sports venue? Did she have an epiphany moment as she found it ridiculously easy, or
were there months of grind and possibly injury, honing the skill? What was her childhood like? Did she dream
of being an HGV driver or dentist? Were her parents athletic and supportive? To answer these and many other
questions, you could try contacting British Athletics. Once you say you are writing an article on ‘inspiration,’
you have a great chance of oceans of help.

Who are the Red Roses? I hear you ask. Obviously, they’re the England women’s national rugby union team
which plays internationally, including the Women’s Six Nations Championship with France, Ireland, Italy,
Scotland and Wales. They’re a hardy bunch, playing to the same bash, crash and dash rules as men’s rugby
(though possibly choosing different undies…). Fifteen players comprise the bulk - to coin a phrase - of the
team, who abide by those rules, originally written by Rugby School pupils in 1845. Many of the England squad
have pretty names: Holly, Zoe, Hannah, Poppy, Bryony and Amelia. They can’t be too fearsome with such
names, surely? But, to be honest, I wouldn’t like to bet on it. A little research is sure to throw up some
amazing and personal stories as to what these ladies overcame to end up in the national rugby team.

Having done your research, you should, by now, know your Blindside Flanker from your Loosehead Prop. You
see, there’s a whole new world of discovery for you out there!

What inspires you? A fairly easy question perhaps, but how about what
doesn’t inspire you? You might ask why you should tackle something that
would probably be an uphill slog, but there’s a wealth of intrigue in almost
any subject. You could try viewing it in a way that is acceptable to you, and
then get on the trail.

Perhaps you want to try sending off an article for International Women’s
Day, for example. It could be around 1,000 words on, say, a women’s
sporting event. There’s a wide choice, of course, but why not consider
something a little unusual, such as the England women’s rugby team or the
Olympic hammer-throwers? Let’s go for the hammer first, so to speak…
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Verulam Writers:
A Guide to Critiquing

This guide is intended to help members get the most out of sharing their work with the group. 

Tips for giving criticism:

• Arrive with the right mindset: We’re all here to help other writers (and ourselves) 
improve our writing. Remember you can learn a lot by listening to critique on other 
writers’ work as well as your own.

• Know what your feedback can offer: You’re able to provide the writer with something 
they can’t get themselves: reaction to the piece by someone who isn't immersed in 
their story. You provide invaluable insight into a general reader's reaction, and that of a 
writer distanced from the work.

• We all have different tastes: You don’t have to like a piece of writing to give it a fair 
critique.

• Go beyond a “wow, great story!” type of response: You don't need to know detailed 
writing techniques to comment on things like character, dialogue, setting and plot. Do 
the characters feel real to you? Can you imagine people saying those things? Can you 
picture the setting? Does the plot make sense? Can you spot clichés? Are there 
opportunities for the writer to show and not tell? What do you think about the level of 
tension, pacing, conflict, tone, voice, and theme? Are there bits that jarred and took you 
out of the story?

• Be nice & show respect: Even if you hate a piece of writing, the writer has invested time 
and effort on the manuscript. Phrase criticism in a way that wouldn’t offend you if it 
were your writing. For example, use polite phrasing: your critique is more likely to be 
well received if you say something like, “I found this part slowed the pace a little,” and 
then explain why, rather than say, “It was boring.”

• Use “I” statements: It’s your subjective opinion you’re offering, so say, “I found this part 
slowed the pace,” not, “This part slowed the pace.” 

• Sandwich your feedback: Try not to give just give negative feedback. It’s important for 
the writer to know what does work, as well as what doesn’t. Start with something you 
liked, then provide constructive criticism, and end with something you liked. 

• Be specific: If you liked the writing, why did you like it? If you didn't like it, explain why.
• Offer suggestions: If you didn't like something, offer ways to make it more appealing to 

you.
• But, don’t rewrite in your own voice: Suggesting word choices or rephrasing

sections can be helpful, but don’t rewrite entire paragraphs or pages in your own 
style—how you would write it isn’t the point. 
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• Never criticise the writer: Discuss the manuscript, not the writer. If you found a part 
boring, don’t tell the writer, “you write boring manuscripts.” 

• Remember your biases: We all have biases and must critique around them and stay 
focused on the craft. Avoid criticising the writer’s choice of subject or things like the 
race, gender, religion, or sexuality of their characters. You can of course point out 
inaccuracies and highlight where the work may cause offense. 

• Don’t take ownership: The writer makes the ultimate decision on whether to accept or 
reject any criticism. Even if you feel a certain change is required, do not push the writer.

• Don’t fixate on spelling or grammar mistakes: It’s fine to point out the odd spelling 
error or misplaced comma, but don’t feel you have to correct every mistake. The writing 
brought for critique is often raw and the writer will fix these at a later stage. 

Tips for receiving criticism:

• Don’t take it personally: Criticism of your work is not criticism of you. Try to maintain a 
separation between you and your writing.

• No draft is perfect: You may feel strongly about your work, but there is almost always 
room for improvement. Don’t stress if the other members have a lot of suggestions. 

• Don’t get defensive: You don’t need to defend your writing – nobody is attacking it. If 
you don’t agree with someone’s critique, let it go.

• Everyone has an opinion: You might think it’s perfect, others think it’s too long, and 
others think it’s too short. Learn the voices offering criticism and decide which you 
value most.

• Don’t be dismissive: The ultimate decision of what goes into your manuscript is yours, 
but don’t dismiss harsh or difficult to implement criticism. Following the hardest advice 
can be the most worth it.

• Don’t just hear – listen: Be open-minded and challenge your assumptions. Try others’ 
ideas out. The more you listen, rewrite, and see improvements in your work, the easier 
it will become to accept criticism in the future.

• Take notes: Write down everything people are telling you, not just the nice stuff. 
• Wait: After hearing criticism, let it sit for a while before revising or thinking about 

changes. 
• Remember, you own your writing: As Neil Gaiman said: “When people tell you there’s 

something wrong with a story, they’re almost always right. When they tell what it is 
that’s wrong and how it can be fixed, they’re almost always wrong.” Listen to people’s 
critique, and then decide yourself how you want to fix it.

References:
https://www.thewritersloft.org/critique
http://www.fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue%205/butidon.htm
https://hollylisle.com/sp-member-handbook/
https://www.writersdigest.com/be-inspired/guide-to-critique-group-etiquette-9-embarrassing-mistakes-to-
avoid
https://thewritelife.com/tips-for-writing-critique/
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FIRST SECOND THIRD GNOME

David Gibson Cup
Topic: A Wedding (set by Sam Ellis) 
Adjudication Date: 6th October 2021

Anne Ellis Austin Best None Phil Mitchell
(aka Marion Haste)

Lisbeth Phillips Plate Competition
Topic: A True Story (set by Ben Bergonzi)
Adjudication Date: 1st December 2021

Wendy Turner Jane Fookes Carol Jacobi Jane Fookes
(aka Annette Curtain)

President’s Competition
Topic: Orange (set by Phil Mitchell)
Adjudication Date: 2nd March 2022

Cecile Keen Ben Bergonzi Samantha Rostom
Molly Barr

(aka E.C. Peeler)

Crystal Decanter Competition
Topic: Royalty (set by Sam Ellis)
Adjudication Date: 18th May 2022

Ellen Hickey Sally Hewitt Cecile Keen Jevan Chowdhury 
(aka Victoria Sponge)

Howard Linskey Competition
Topic: Crime
Adjudication Date: 29th June 2022

Phil Mitchell Gerwin De Boer Jonny Rowland Anne Ellis
(aka Lady Quelle-Heure)



People Power
Tina Shaw on the power of people.

Almost all my fiction writing is about people. Where do I get my material from? What are the issues
surrounding the work?

Writing about real people one has encountered presents particular challenges. A first principle of Social
Work is confidentiality. If a real person inspires my fictional story, I need to ensure that the person and
their circumstances are not identifiable, however unlikely it may be that they would read what I have
written. This needs care but is relatively easy to achieve. Changing the gender, age, or location of the
narrative may be sufficient disguise. The physical description of the person, or the era of the plot may
also achieve the same result.

Writing about one’s family or friends may also be a potential minefield. This has occasionally led to high
profile court cases but a more likely result is the upset caused to previously positive relationships.
Interestingly, it is more common for people to fail to recognise themselves as being the source of an
author’s material, than to make the link. Perhaps we prefer not to see ourselves represented, warts and
all.

The main legal pitfalls in writing about real people are defamation, invasion of privacy, and
misappropriation of the right to publicity. For a defamation case to succeed it must contain sufficient
information to lead a reasonable person to identify the target. Not many of us are likely to face this but it
is useful to be aware of the risks.

One of my acquaintances has just written a book based on a recent holiday hitchhiking round the UK.
With every lift he managed to engage the driver in conversations about their life story, providing him
with rich pickings for his work. He also contacted acquaintances by phone and invited them to contribute
to his book with a personal story, or a secret that they had never told anyone else. It’s a quirky idea but it
is due to be published shortly. People like talking about themselves. You just need to be a good listener.
He recorded their conversations, presumably with their permission, but they are not personally
identified. At the back of the book there is a list of these contributors by first name only, and no way of
teaming up the contributions with the individual names (The Passengers by Will Ashon).

Care needs to be taken when writing about people not to fall into the trap of using stereo types. A sloppy
description of a ‘gum chewing American’, or a ‘hand flapping young man’, may be a tempting way of
reducing the word count, but it may mean different things to different readers, and could lay the writer
open to accusations of racial, or sexual discrimination.
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Much of my inspiration derives from my career as a Social
Worker. The fascination of the job for me was about the
individual life experiences of each and every client I dealt with.
Inevitably, there were certain categories of people, sometimes
with similar histories and life experiences, but no two people
are ever the same in regard to the effect their histories had on
their behaviours and their outlook on life.



…Dickens. That’s what you were thinking, wasn’t it?
Now I hope you don’t mind my telling you all this, but
I’ve really got to get it off my chest before I write the
book. I was lucky enough to get the contract for
writing A-Z of Rochester. Lots of things to write about
there, I thought. Now I suppose there will be plenty
of history in this old town but as I walked down the
High Street all I could see was Dickens. Dickens was
everywhere.

They have a life-size model of Pickwick in the
entrance to the railway station, a confectionery shop
called Sweet Expectations and further along you can
find Tiny Tim’s Tearooms as well as Dickens’ Swiss
writing chalet, his horse-powered well pump, a life-
size model of him in Eastgate House and plaques
galore all referring to the man himself. Is this a little
over the top, or is it me?

I went there for the first time in May to watch their
May Day festival. Now if it’s one thing that
Rochesterians (is there such a word?) like is a festival.
It’s called The Sweeps Festival and their website
shows people dressed as chimney sweeps which
happens to include black fishnet tights for the
women, (fishnet tights in the 1800s?) but hey-ho,
let’s not be picky.

When I arrived, there were Morris dancers by the
dozen – no, actually by the hundreds. It is one of the
largest gatherings of Morris sides in the world all of
them kitted out in… well, Morris dancer gear. There
was, rather strangely I thought, a plethora of steam-
punk outfits as well.

But where were the sweeps? There were a few
blackened sooty faces but that hardly constitutes a
sweep, does it? There was one man in black carrying
a sweeps broom leading the procession (which thank
goodness I took a photo of fully expecting more to
emerge out of the shadows) and that was it!

‘Shouldn’t there have been more sweeps?’ I asked
those in the crowd lining the street. They shrugged as
if to say ‘whatever’.

‘Why is it called the Sweeps Festival, then?’ I asked.

Ah, their eyes lit up. ‘Because sweeps were around in
Dickens’ time, so we like to celebrate and remember
the awful job they did.’

I nodded. ‘I see,’ I said slowly.

‘And we’re all about Dickens here in Rochester,’ they
added, trying to convince me.

You’re not kidding!

‘I see,’ I repeated, hoping that I now sounded a little
more enthusiastic.

So, with a town bent on promoting all things Dickens
(and I haven’t even mentioned the two Dickens
Festivals every year) I have to find a number of
subjects for each letter of the alphabet concentrating
on places, people and history. Luckily, Rochester is
packed with history and is a fascinating town to visit.

There’s a rare 150-year-old tree called the American
Indian Bean tree, so I have my ‘A’. ‘B’ will be the
Black Widow ex-Russian submarine in the Medway,
and ‘C’ will be the Cathedral and Castle ruins. I now
have the job of searching for something beginning
with D.

Wish me luck.

What the…?
Yvonne Moxley on Rochester’s famous son.
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@verulamwriters
Do you have some news to share about writing such as an event or 
publication of an article or book? 

• Visited a website that could be a good resource for other 
writers? 

• Seen a good quote?

• Like to find out more about the VW? 

on

Then head to @verulamwriters on

We’d like to encourage all members to
visit and use our Facebook page. It’s full
of news from the VW and a great way to
stay connected! As long as posts are
writing-related and appropriate, we’d
love you to post too!

!

VERACITY



© Verulam Writers 202222

@verulam_writers
Do you have some news to share about writing such as an event or 
publication of an article or book? 

• Visited a website that could be a good resource for other 
writers? 

• Seen a good quote?

• Like to find out more about the VW? 

on

Then head to @verulam_writers on

We’d like to encourage all members to
visit and use our twitter page. It’s full of
news from the VW and a great way to
stay connected! As long as posts are
writing-related and appropriate, we’d
love you to post too!

!

VERACITY
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The Verulam Writers’ Block The Verulam Writers Showcase

Mandy Carter has been a VW member for a year now, and still counts herself as a newcomer to the
writing world, having only picked up pen and paper in the last 18 months. She favours non-fiction and
her focus is writing about aspects of life that we can all relate to - in a humorous and self-deprecating
style.

The Attraction of Distraction

Once again, it’s taken a commitment to another person - and the loom of an impending deadline - for
me to finally put pen to paper (well, finger to iPad screen).

I am a master distractor.

There, I’ve said it out loud. I believe I have the practice of distraction down to a fine art - and would
undoubtedly win the gold medal in the sport, should anyone stage a Writers Olympics (just think of
the sports we could have - the “100 second short story”; “Dialogue Tennis”; “Human Spellcheck”).
Here, we have the perfect example of one of my distraction techniques. Avoid completing what I set
out to do by thinking up something ludicrous that will fill up my brain - and day - in a totally pointless
way.

I’m sure this is a frustrating affliction that many of you can relate to. And as yet, I haven’t found a
cure (or even some kind of vaccine to lessen the effects). Maybe it only affects you when you go to
pick up that pen - or maybe you’re like me and can find the smallest thing to stop you from
undertaking any type of task you’ve set yourself. Even in the writing of this paragraph, I’ve managed
to locate some washing that needed folding, a task that couldn’t possibly wait.

I had the best intentions when I made the decision - pretty much a year ago - that I wanted to pursue
writing as a hobby, with the hope that I might someday, somehow, work my writing and creative side
into a new career (there’s only so much creative tinkering a HR Manager like myself can do when
writing a grievance policy). The problem? Well, I wasn’t entirely sure where I was going to start - and
it wasn’t until I had composed my first couple of blog type articles and shared them, that the words
“editorial style” were mentioned.

It all made sense - that was exactly the style in which I enjoyed writing. And once it had been
labelled, surely there was going to be no stopping my writing output. My brain went into overdrive,
multiple articles forming in my head at once. I had to get organised; get these precious nuggets of
wisdom and insight into my fairly pedestrian life into print; to share with a worldwide audience who
would surely gobble up hungrily everything I had to say. Oh, the opportunities - the potential
audience - the obvious impending fame!

First though, I absolutely had to make a list of all the topics I would cover. Nothing would be off limits
(though I might have to tell my parents to skip over some of the more juicer subjects when I finally
released them). In case I ever misplaced that list, I’d need to create another one. And another one,
just to be sure. It was probably a good idea to spend some time grouping them into themes as well.

VERACITY
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Then I’d need to figure out the best medium to work on - so I definitely had to go out and buy a new
notepad and pen. Oh - and a smaller, reporter style notepad for the handbag that I never take
anywhere - just in case the muse should take me on the drive to work. The irony being that I actually
write everything on my phone or iPad.

But before I started doing any proper writing, I definitely needed somewhere to put these pearls of
hilarious greatness. So on to website design… a URL purchase… setting up social media accounts…
composing and editing the perfect headshot… creating a bio (FINALLY, some actual writing). Working
out the layout and style of those important Instagram posts… linking my site to search aggregators
(though quite what was being searched at that stage was any bodies guess).

Yet still no bloody articles had been written.

I would argue that the real reason I hadn’t written anything was because I’d been incredibly busy,
being all focused and important at work, which required long days and gave me no opportunity to
start my articles - my ability to maintain a work life balance has apparently always been non-existent
(hmmmm, and there’s another topic to add to the ever-expanding future article list. Oh great, now
I’ve been distracted from my distractions). At the end of the day, I was too tired to think, let alone
write - and besides, there was dinner to cook, fluffy cats to brush and a husband to order about.

Work has probably taken the blame unfairly though. I just use it as the excuse because it sounds
legitimate and understandable. In reality, my distraction techniques are varied and many. In no
particular order, these include:

1. Housework. Specifically washing up. But never drying up. No, that’s apparently too much of a
distraction.

2. Personal email maintenance. There’s always spam to trash, distribution lists to remove myself
from and offers from companies used once eight years ago which I need to peruse.

3. Googling random and pointless facts. How many Princess Mandy’s are there? Is Cheddar
cheese only from Cheddar? Is Sandra Bullock really 58?* These are all recent searches I have
undertaken in the pursuit of distraction truth.

4. Falling into a Wikipedia hole. We’ve all done it - clicked on one topic in Wikipedia and then
followed another link within the first article and so on. I’m sure I could link the flag of Belize to
the shoes worn by Patrick Swayze in Dirty Dancing if I really tried hard enough.

5. Neighbourhood watch. Under the pretence that I’m keeping a neighbourly eye on local
shenanigans, when in fact I’m just terribly nosy.

6. Watching random videos on my phone. It’s vital that I know about the migratory patterns of
the yellow tipped geese (not a real bird) of the lowlands of Greater Tinselvania (not a real
place).

7. Box set rewatching. Apparently, this is all about my need for control - watching something

VERACITY
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About Us
Verulam Writers meet fortnightly on
Wednesday evenings at 8pm via Zoom. To
find out more and for a full list of events,
visit the VW website at
www.verulamwriters.org

Get Involved
If you would like to write for VERACITY
(we’d love to have you!) or have any
comments or feedback please email the
editor at VWVeracityEditor@gmail.com

Publicity
If you have anything you’d like to publicise
(a new publication, an event etc.) then
we’d love to hear about it at
VWPublicity@gmail.com

Follow us on:

Facebook
@verulamwriters

Twitter
@verulam_writers

The editor would like to 
thank all of the contributors 

to this edition of VERACITY.

25

Events
Events are always in the works, even 
online, so if you’d like to volunteer please 
email Phil and Gerwin at 
verulamwritersevents@hotmail.co.uk

when you already know how it ends is
incredibly comforting. All it means for me is
I can combine watching something out the
corner of my eye whilst doom scrolling on
my phone for the ultimate distraction.

8. Social media. No distraction list is
complete without some mention of twitter,
Instagram, TikTok or Facebook. Hours can
be lost under the pretence of seeking
inspiration - when in fact all I’m doing to
reducing my concentration span even
further and exacerbating my horrendous
anxiety and self-doubt. Why has no one
liked my artistic picture of a cucumber??
Why don’t I look like Kylie Jenner??

In truth, the real reason for my endless need to
distract myself from writing is actually the
crippling self-doubt that nobody is reading what
I’m creating (or if they are, are thoroughly
unimpressed by it). Which then makes me beg
the question; what exactly is the bloody point?

I realise now though, that it’s pressure that keeps
me focused and honest. Give me a deadline or a
commitment and I will get the job done - and as
I’ve been composing and editing this article, I’ve
remembered why I enjoy writing so much. So
even if no one else is reading it, I know at least
I’ve entertained myself (and I’ve probably
managed to put a load of washing on and put the
rubbish out whilst doing it).

*In case you’re wondering – none, no and yes

Our next meeting will be on 
Wednesday 7th September. 

For more details please visit 
https://www.verulamwriters.org/

We would like to wish you all
a great summer! 

VERACITY

http://www.verulamwriters.org/
mailto:VWVeracityEditor@gmail.com
mailto:VWPublicity@gmail.com
mailto:verulamwritersevents@hotmail.co.uk
https://www.verulamwriters.org/

