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Letters Home

ME4Writers are a small and loose 
collective of Medway writers who 
work on projects collectively and on 
their own, inspired by and featuring 
the Medway Towns. The group was 
formed in 2009, and since then has 
worked on several literary projects 
together and hosted events, 
including performances of new 
writing at several Dickens Festivals.

‘Letters Home’ is a project which 
invited residents of Medway (and 
further afield) to write a letter to the 
place they think of as home, this has 
resulted in a collection of evocative 
and emotional writing, forming the 
basis for the exhibition and pamphlet.

Local photographer Nikki Price, who 
regularly works with ME4, has taken 
images of home to as part of the 
exhibition, and local artist Heather 
Haythornthwaite’s atmospheric street 
scenes also feature.

The submission process for this 
project was an open one. Although 
some writers who have contributed 
have written for ME4 before, some 
of the writers have put pen to paper 
for the first time, and it is these 
letters that we found particularly 
touching.

Nikki has photographed rooms in 
people’s houses and Heather’s 
pictures are of local streets; so in 
words, artwork and photos, the 
exhibition focuses on the internal, 
then goes to the external, then back 
again.

We hope that visitors to the 
exhibition were inspired to look 
again at where they live and find the 
beauty in the little things we like 
about our homes. 

To find out more about future 
projects from ME4 please follow our 
blog:  me4writers.wordpress.com

The ‘Letters Home’ project

Thanks to: 
...Vince, Beryl and Sarah at Rochester and Walderslade Village Libraries where the ‘Letters Home’ 
exhibition was held - November-December 2012
...and our letter writers (this pamphlet): 
Lorraine Sarah March / Sean Meaney / Tara Moyle / Jaye Nolan / Arthur Orpin / Clive Radford / 
Roy Smith / Nancy Springate /Gemma Quinnell / Jean Walker 
...and for the photos and artwork:
cover/p9/p16 and exhibition photos by Nikki Price Photography
- www.flikr.com/photos/Nikki_P_Photography
p2 & illustrations in the exhibition by Heather Haythornthwaite - www.hazelnut-press.com
p7 - by Iain Kent 
p5/13/15/17/18 by Hall or Fentiman
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Dear Danny

    How are you? Long time no hear. You’ve been away a long time now - nearly 20 
years. Every time I post a letter, which isn’t very often now with the advent of email, 
I pass by your old house. Still the stone fountain remains, dried out and moss-less 
even, no longer a bird bath for the local sparrows. You were the local sparrow.
    As I pass the house, I have a ritual of looking down the driveway to the front door, 
imagining the ghosts that still remain there, the bad energy of the arguments, the 
echoes and shadows of a risen fist blowing down hard upon soft skin. And you 
cowering in your bed, hidden under the blanket, with the light still on as you were 
scared of the dark.
    I can understand why you don’t want to come back to live here. But I don’t believe 
for one minute that you have found a ‘raceless society’. The only time you suffered 
from racial abuse, you said was in the hostel, from another guest, inebriated and 
suffering from dystopia.
    Well, what can I say? I know you much better than I did then. I idolised you, 
obsessed about you. I have felt the whole gamut of emotions for you, from disdain, 
love, pity, admiration, fraternity. We were born in the same place, grew up in the same 
place, and home is where the heart is.
    But ergo, where is home? A while ago, some friends invited me to join a meditation 
group. Feeling rather adrift on life’s flotsam and jetsam, I joined in, feeling buoyed up 
by the sense of community and the comforting notion that home is where the soul is, 
somewhere we can go to find peace.
   Dan, that was the time when you re-established contact with me, for the third time 
in this incarnation. So when I saw that the group leader had the same surname as 
you, which in Hindi means ‘blessings’, I took it as a sign.
    Home was with you, Dan, wherever you were, dead or alive, floating around the 
universe as an abstract concept of peace and love, or as you always signed your 
letters, love and light.
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    We came from the same home, and here we are, holding hands, subtle pranic 
bodies, floating in the cosmos, going back to source. We all feel the need to touch 
base, to go home. Wherever I am, Dan the Man is my home. Do you feel the same 
way? It doesn’t matter, everything is abstract now anyway, it is the same to me either 
way.    
   We are both safe and sound, heading through the vortex of a thousand lifetimes, 
a thousand million years of illusory dreams, hopes and fears, as we travel virtually 
through the spectrum of rainbow colours and diverse existences, languages and 
cultures, we see the bright, warm white light beckon us home, towards source.
    So wherever you are in this life, whatever you do, doesn’t matter. We will meet 
again in the next life, Dan, because this business ain’t over yet.

Blessings

Tania

Lorraine Sarah March
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3, Canterbury Street,
Gillingham
Kent 

6ú Deireadh Fómhair 1963

A Mháithrín dhíleas,

Bhfuel! Tá mé anseo, i nGillingham, slán sábháilte . Thóg 
sé an méid sin míonna orm an áit cheart a aimsiú dom 
féin , ach táim ceart go leor anois. Fuair me post cheana 
féin , agus tá cónaí orm in árasán beag deas cluthar i 
sráid Canterbury i lár an bhaile agus in aice na stáisiún 
traenach . 

Tá mé i mo chónaí le cara dom, Eilís. Is as Baile Átha 
Cliath ise, agus táimid ag obair le chéile mar banaltraí 
san ospidéal áitiúil . Bíonn muid ag obair ó dhubh go 
dubh , ach tá an obair dúshlánach suimiúil . 
  
Tá a lán banaltraí agus roinnt dochtúra eireannacha ag 
obair linn ansin . Tar éis an obair agus ag an deireadh 
seachtaine chomh maith , téimid ag rince nó go dtí na 
pictiúír. Bíonn a lán cairde againn san ospidéal , agus 
sílim go mbeimid sona sásta anseo i gKent. 

Ta súil agam go bhfuil gach duine go maith i bPort Lairge . 
Tá mé ag feitheamh go crua sibh a fheiceáil go léir an mhí 
seo chugainn . Seo duit cúpla punt le haghaidh an pota 
mór! 

Feicfidh mé go luath thú.

Le grá.

Máire 

Seán Meaney
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6th October 1963

Darling Mammy,

Well! I’m here in Gillingham, safe and sound. It took me so many months to find the 
right place for myself, but I’m all right now. I’ve found a job already, and I’m living in 
a nice comfortable little flat in Canterbury Street in the middle of town and close to 
the railway station.

I’m living with a friend of mine, Eilís (Elizabeth). She’s from Dublin, and we’re 
working together as nurses in the local hospital. We work from dawn to dusk, but the 
work is challeging and interesting.

There are lots of Irish nurses and a few doctors working there with us. After work, 
and at weekends too, we go dancing or to the pictures. We have lots of friends at the 
hospital, and I think I’m going to be very happy here in Kent.

I hope everybody’s well in Waterford. I’m really looking forward to seeing you all 
next month. Here’s a couple of pounds for the big pot!

I’ll see you soon.

With love,

Mary 
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Tara Moyle

   I am waiting to be born. Or maybe I’ve been born but didn’t know it. 

   The solitary nomad dreams of the tribe. Mongols, perhaps, taking the hide down from their 
yurts. Then the poles. A cantering home. The young man, the one who’s just become a man, 
with his eagle for hunting foxes. The horses with their wild, blowing manes. Old women 
laughing, swirling yogurt in a giant wooden tub. All night the steppe weaves language into the 
dreams of riders.

   Or maybe it’s the flatness of a place, corn poured high in a silo. Maybe being born happens 
somewhere in the layer of sky above houses, below planes, the random middle, like Athena 
popping out of her father’s head.

   Dear home—I miss most of all the Southern spring—dogwoods, azaleas, rhododendrons.  
Spring peepers, red bud, and pear blossoms wintering the breeze. 
Warmth. A wind you can rest in. The word balmy. Frog chorus in the wetlands, buffleheads 
returning north, the busy nuthatch stitching loblolly pines in the backyards.

   Home, I miss the bridges bathed in maple and oak shadows. I miss y’all, diners with pie, 
goat-like Scots-Irish men in jean shorts and boots. Skinny Southern girls, black Irish, a flask in 
their bag, shoving bikes off the curb. 

   I miss the kid who lost his dog in the Museum District. “Ellll-vis, Elll-vis,” he calls, echoing 
off the brick, “Ellllllll-viiiiiiis, come here boy!” 

   Always a murky voice in the dark, not sure if it’s really there.

   Always murky time, oak leaves rustling over the boulevard.

   None of this would feel so good if I walked back into it. Always new longing, another blank 
page waiting for refrain.

   Home is still someplace I’ve never been. 

A letter home

“We are born, so to speak, provisionally, it doesn’t matter where. It 
is only gradually that we compose within ourselves our true place 

of origin so that we may be born there retrospectively and each day 
more definitely.” 

Rainer Maria Rilke
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   “One is born retrospectively,” the German poet said. I was born in DeKalb, Illinois. I was 
born in Richmond, Virginia. I was born in Chicago. I was born in little towns scattered around 
the States. I was born in France, in a Mexican bungalow where pale lizards decorated the 
window frames at night. I was born in other people’s houses in California. I was born in a 
room full of boxes. I was born in a field of ghosts. I was born on a balcony with finches and 
starlings.  I was born to an audience of trunkfish. I was born to a squadron of pelicans. I was 
born in a pool of Aegean blue. 

   The matted grass where bodies slept.  The few stones slid to make an even space.  The 
remnants of fire mixed with dusty ground.  The sky as always-roof, trees as poles, horses the 
slow easy rides where we arrive unshaken, and the wild, crashing rides where our feet cry 
for soil. 
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Jaye Nolan

   You know what they say: “You can take the grill out the east end but it won’t cook your 
sausages any quicker!” That’s what my nan used to say, but she was a right weird ol’ bird. 
 
   But take the girl out of the east end and there’ll be a little piece of her heart left there. No, 
really. Even though there wasn’t actually much there before she left. 

   The Mudchute was home to our dens, the wartime pill boxes; goldfinch eggs brought to life; 
the newty supplied the field for the Newt Derby on the balcony. Shame there were no edges 
*splat*. Then came the supermarket. After I left.

   The one bus that travelled round the Isle of Dogs was the 277. Miss it and be damned to 
roam the wastelands of the Mudchute for eternity. Or give it up as a bad idea and just go 
home. Then they added the 56. Then, cometh the LDDC, cometh the Docklands Light 
Railway and the Island Hopper. After I left. 
   
   Before I left, I learnt to drive; fed up missing the bus. I practically lived at Hammersmith 
Odeon – the O2 of its day - so thought, yeah, I’ll drive there. I’ll do a dummy run, soon as I 
was covered. Take the Highway, said Big Brother, follow the river, along the Embankment: 
Keep to the left. So I did, and kept going over bridges. And it was pouring with rain. And then 
the car broke down outside Cannon Street station. The following is a true account of the 
ensuing conversation with my dad:

   I bloody well told you not to go/ it just stopped/ Did you pull the choke out?/ Yes/ Is it still out?/ 
Yes/ You’ve flooded it/*checking floor of car* no, it’s bone dry in here ...

   The Cockney-come-Kent accent’s a funny one. My dad used to tell me I spoke common. 
After I left, I got called posh. Sometimes, now, I’m asked if I’m Australian. Strewth. 

   I swapped one regenerating Docklands for another, but this time, 
I’m staying put.
 

Write around the river ...
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Arthur Orpin

   I was a child of the ‘20s and ‘30s, I was born into and grew up in a small two up and 
to down terrace house in Strood with two brothers and a sister.
   As usual in these times my father went to work and my mother ran the house, did 
the shopping, and cared for us.
   Money was scarce and wages were low, but somehow we were fed and clothed, 
although some handing down of clothes happened. The house was lit by gas and the 
only heating was from a coal fire in the living room, in winter the house was cold. For 
entertainment we had a wireless set, which seemed complicated, and needed a large 
battery to power it, we also had a piano which somehow was fitted into our small 
living room.
   Mealtimes were always taken with the whole family round the table and strict 
discipline was observed. This was the home life I remembered, in my young days I 
went to the local school and left with a fairly basic education. On leaving school I 
went to work to contribute to the family purse, and at 15 years old I commenced an 
engineering apprenticeship. The end of this apprenticeship coincided with the start 
of World War II and I entered military service with the Royal Navy. I served in the 
Mediterranean fleet, and after three years away, I came home on leave in September 
1944 and in St Nicholas Church I married my girl Doris, who had waited for me so 
long to come home. We both knew that on returning to duty I would leave home 
again, and so it proved. This time I sailed to the Far East.
   With the end of hostilities, I returned to civilian life, and Doris and I set up home in 
a three-bedroom terrace house in Strood. In March 1947 our daughter Margaret was 
born, followed by a son Michael in 1951.
   Now our family was complete, and as they grew up into teenagers, Doris and I 
began looking for a better home. In 1964 we sold the house, took out a mortgage and 
bought number 49 Lingley Drive in Wainscott, here they grew up into adult hood, 
and as all children do, in time the left home to pursue lives of their own. 
   In the summer of 2008, at the age of 85 Doris died. Now for the first time in my 
life I was alone, and I did not handle it well, but with the support of my family and 
friends I have in St Nicholas, I came through the sad times. 
   Now at the age of 90 I’m still fairly active and able to manage my affairs. I live in my 
third home alone but not lonely.
   
A. H. Orpin
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Dear Karen,

   I can’t believe it’s nearly three years since I left home for university and now Marconi. My 
dad tells me that time passes more slowly for the young and certainly it seems like a mini 
epoch since our late teenage years in Neston.
   I’ve begun to reminisce about the village, revisited the good times we had together. Do you 
remember those long walks we used to take along Parkgate promenade, seagulls silhouetted 
against the Dee marsh, the Clwydian hills in the background?  Halcyon carefree days, I miss 
them. Now the focus is career and the future.
   My mother still tells me you were her favourite girl; the one she hoped I would settle down 
with. You’ve been a hard act to follow for those who came after, ‘she’s not a patch on Karen’, 
Mrs R will invariably say.
    I heard you married my old badminton partner, John, Easter last year and my folks tell me 
you now have a baby girl; Jessica I think the name you gave her. I’m so pleased for you Karen. 
John always used to ask after you when we were together. He’s a good man, so I’m sure you’ve 
got a life long partner.
   Maybe I made the wrong choice, but at eighteen, I wanted to break free, go for 
independence, find the real me. I know it sounds crass, selfish but there was driving force 
behind the ambition. I imagined that going to the Liverpool School of Architecture after 
A-levels and thereby remaining at home would be constricting. I thought if I did that, then get 
a job with BDP, I would never leave the village, never have the opportunity to explore. All I 
could see in future’s fist was shackles. That sounds even worse doesn’t it?
   I sometimes think if I’d taken that path, then within a few years I would have got itchy feet, 
made your life a misery and eventually left you.
   But then I counter that negative vision with another; one in which the architecture career 
works out, we get married, have a brood of kids, live happily ever after and I still get to fulfil 
my driving ambitions.
   Trouble is by the time I had envisioned out the latter, it was too late. 
   Anyway, enough of bleeding heart regrets. Mrs R insisted I write to you, offer the olive 
branch. She let me off the hook until graduation but then said it was time to make apologies, 
reparations. All those years ago, we parted on a sour note and have not spoken since. I know 
it’s down to me. Every time I came back home after a semester, I wanted to call you but I 
just couldn’t. In truth I felt ashamed. You see my mum is right, you are the best thing which 
ever happened to me and I threw you over for ambition. On reflection, a pretty poor trade 
wouldn’t you say?
   I’m beginning to realise that a man’s success can not be measured by career ambition and 
material gain alone. No, the true assessment is based on a scale of personal success; wife and 
family.
   Please don’t interpret these words as an attempt to make a move on you; that I could never 
do. I understand again from my mother that you are very happy with John. so I will wish you 
well from afar. If we do by chance happen to meet, it will be strictly platonic.
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   I just wanted to let you know you still mean a lot to me and I will always treasure those 
wonderful times we had together. I especially remember our trip to Red Wharf Bay, when we 
stayed at that little cottage facing the sea. Do you recall we came out every morning to a 
blazing sun in a cerulean sky and headed straight to the beach? Those small fishing boats 
making the view along the curved coastline dapple with reds, greens and blues. I think I still 
have the photographs somewhere or at least Mrs R will have filed them away for posterity; ‘a 
pictorial diary of your late teenage years’ she calls them. Do you remember that Italian 
restaurant at Menai Bridge? Neither of us could understand a word the waiter said (maybe 
because he was speaking Welsh!). I didn’t expect the juxtaposition of Mediterranean cuisine 
and the local lingo to be such a challenge. We laughed about it all the way back to the cottage.
   I also recall those long winter nights in my O-level year when I would come over to your 
parents house and we would curl up in front of a log fire and talk and do other private things. I 
was starting to lose focus a little with my studies, can’t remember why but I do recall both you 
and my parents giving me a severe dressing down. It did the trick; if I had failed at O-level, I 
wouldn’t be writing this letter from Rochester now. Paradoxically, things may have worked 
out differently. I’d have stayed in the village and it may have been you and I who got married.
   Anyway, time to close. We both have to build on what we have now. My challenge is to find a 
new ‘Karen Lloyd’; someone who makes my boat float and maybe meets my mother’s 
approval. I don’t know if you’ll find any satisfaction in this but those who came after you 
didn’t last long, not only failing to get a tick in the box from Mrs R but me also. After the 
initial ritual of romance; there wasn’t too much left to find, probably again down to me. You 
set the bar high and invariable they couldn’t get over it. So my expectations were dashed but I 
will keep looking. Twenty one is a bit early to become a monk for the rest of my life!
   May the road always rise up to meet you and yours Karen.
             Best wishes,
           Clive Radford
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Dear home

I cannot see you.  I cannot touch, smell or hear you.  In moments of 
absence,  I wonder whether you exist at all.  Do I inhabit lonely 
rooms, as some ghost image projected within or is there empty 
silence?  Sometimes I leave the radio on, to fill the space with life or 
maybe to make it real, is anyone listening?  I am not sorrowful that 
I only know for sure the present moment, but trapped in a series of 
experiences that sometimes seem linear, I can be sure of nothing 
else.  When I am within your walls I know a comfort, a centre and feel 
anchored in your embrace.  But as I now move at such speed, it can 
be hard to guarantee a past moment’s verity.  Yet in the way of things, 
I travel a circular route and will soon know your walls again.  I only 
hope that the draw is one of love and not some prison of my mind.  I 
shall guard against unpleasant meanings and dream of the silent times, 
for nothing else is worth a thought.
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shine, sparkle, clean air.
daffs, tulips, fragrant mown grass.
springtime’s fresh new house.

sizzle, splash and buzz.
books left unread and curling.
languid summer home.

scared but excited.
new pupils trepidatious.
autumn’s safe haven.

crackling, roaring.
surrounded by peace and love.
warming winter’s heart.

Nancy Springate
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Hello Home, I’ve only just returned but you’re so much more 
than I remember. 
As I emerge from the train I can see what you really are and I 
suddenly see your beauty.
Hiding in the distance, each castle is gently lit while the river 
flows calmly.
Everything about you brings comfort.

Gemma Quinnell
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Gemma Quinnell

Jean Walker

I was 6 when the war started, so except for 2 years I have always lived in 
Walderslade. I was living in Princes Avenue with relations, as my dad was in the 
Navy and Mum and I rented our house in City Way as it was very near Rochester 
Airport. There was a farm in Princes Avenue where Kenwood is. The farmhouse is 
still there on the corner. As children we had a wonderful time helping the farmer 
(Mr Denton) We fed the calves, put the cardboard tops on the milk and walked with 
the farmer sometimes to get the cows in for milking. The boys had their hair cut in 
the dairy!!!!! By a chap who came from Chatham. 
   A lot of people do not realise that we had about 500 prisoners of war, some 
Italian, but mostly German. They were housed where the Working Mens’ Club now 
is, also a camp where Weeds Wood is, but the main one was on the Hook Meadow. 
They were marched each day to get their food at the Hook Meadow – and we used 
to watch from the corner of King Georges Road, and wonder if any were SS as we 
didn’t like the look of them.
   The Reverand Nadre (we called him Nadre the padre), was half German. I sun g in 
the choir for a while, they had to have a service in German. As my dad being in the 
Navy did not like this, I had to leave. 
    He prisoners were still here in 1947 when we had a terrible winter. They dug us 
out of snow drifts at the top of Waterworks Hill. And I believe they made a crucifix 
of snow – but cannot remember much about it but I do remember we had no buses 
for 3 weeks. The reason the POWs were still here was that Europe was in such chaos, 
a lot did not want to go back to East Germany, so we took all the barbed wire down 
and they just helped the farmers etc. I do remember going up to the end of King 
Georges Road (this is before Weeds Wood) and walking to see a huge bomb crater I 
believe it was a landmine, but glad to say it fell in dense woodland – people said you 
could put several buses in it. 
   I also remember at the end of the war, my brother-in-law (Dave Walker) would 
parade his mates outside the Hook and Hatchet (now Poachers Pocket)  late on 
Saturday nights and parade them up the road as they were to protect the pub in case 
of invasion or something. 

From Jean Walker (nee Shanks)
  

Walderslade during World War II
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