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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): 
Jim Bell / Andrew Day / Maggie Drury / Barry Fentiman / Irina Fridman / Kevin Geraghty-Shewan / 
Sam Hall / Sarah Jenkin / Phlip Kane / Emilija Kay  
...and for the photos and artwork:
cover/p6/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
p5/9/13/15 by Hall or Fentiman
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It Used To Be Great!

The shops, have long stood empty,
Shutters covering the windows and doors;
A meeting place, for teenage gangs,
Trying to evade the law.

Graffiti splashed across paths and walls,
Concrete posts, that emit no light;
Smashed, beyond recognition,
No protection, from the threatening night.

Litter, strewn across the desolate precinct,
A section scorched, from a burned out car;
An area avoided by the public,
Unless visiting the remaining bar.

An isolated corner shop, remains open,
An Asian family, still tries to trade;
Selling papers, and a few groceries,
Though their business is starting to fade.

No protection from the youths that gather,
Foul language, a constant threat;
Yet another break-in, to steal their stock,
Refused insurance, a guaranteed bet.

The police are regular visitors,
To disperse the intimidating yobs;
With nothing, to substantially occupy their time,
There’s little hope of them finding a job.

Broken glass, litters the car park,
The surrounding air, reeks of stale beer;
An unhinged pub sign, swings precariously,
Overflowing rubbish skips, seldom cleared.

Not a place to tempt family shoppers,
Nor a place to take friends for a drink;
Unwelcoming, to the occasional visitor,
Unprepared,to put up with the stink.
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The towering flats, in the nearby locality,
House, not only these unruly louts,
But many, law abiding, decent folk,
Who have to travel, for their shopping days out.

Wary of leaving their property unguarded,
Securing doors, as they stock up, on wares;
Damaged lifts, invariably, not working,
Must use the urine soaked, concrete stairs.

Syringes, discarded in stairwells,
Amongst litter, scattered about,
Shadowy figures, loitering in huddled groups,
Residents, reluctant to venture out.

Trapped in their homes, for the rest of their time,
Imprisoned, in the towering slum;
Waiting for the council’s intervention,
And rehousing, in the years to come.

The only light at the end of the tunnel,
Is escape, to a better place;
To put hope in the hearts of the innocent,
And a smile back on their saddened face.
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Andrew Dayhome was

milk kisses
nine days late
clear plastic
soft blanket

blue doorway
hall whispers
glue scissors
red mittens

home was

brown cliff-face
white kitchen
close quarrel
tears drying 

school blazer
soft Nirvana
clock chiming
love letter

home was

cold seminar
yellow capsule
black coffee
blood blister

thatched ceiling
bare rafters
rat scratching
cat calling

home is

wild rumpus
new word sound
rough tumble
blonde bearhug

stained teacup
coiled incense
ring promise
red crayola

home is

soft peashoot
stitched nametag
her pillow
coarse linen

wash dishes
watch sunrise
let rain fall
right here

home
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Dear Home, 

As a child I knew you to be rock-solid, and when I left the ‘family home’ in 
Darlington you came too. Now parts of every place I’ve ever lived or visited are right 
down there in your foundations. Over the years, people, some only acquaintances, 
have emerged as building blocks. But human beings move around and disappear and 
cracks emerge, and I’m having to spend more time on maintenance, and you know I 
was never good at that. I’ve had some luck, with friends I thought I’d lost cropping up 
in magazines and newspapers, although it was a bit of a shock more turning up one 
damp Monday morning when, on my way to buy a carton of milk, I’d side-stepped 
a spilt jig-saw puzzle (you know how flimsy cardboard boxes can be). Back at the 
house I was checking the internet for information about Ed, a trombone player who 
used to live, and maybe still does, in Leeds when, without a word of warning, 
someone I knew from college days appeared. He was having a conversation with 
some people I also knew, talking over old times in the same voice of all those years 
ago, living in a town in a country I’m unlikely ever to visit, catching up, filling in the 
spaces: marriage, children, grandchildren, work.

I was left feeling like a voyeur, a peeping Tom.  I needed to post a letter just to say ‘hi’ 
and that I never meant to eavesdrop, even though, yes I admit it, I returned several 
times to see if anyone else had come on board. I hesitated; they were having such fun 
and might not remember me, or even want to. However Sod’s law intervened and, 
when I went to post my friendly greeting, access to the site was denied. 

Rain, and we’ve had a lot of that recently, has washed away most of the puzzle pieces. 
Those that stayed the course are dissolving into the grey pavement. Today though the 
sun is shining, so that’s nice.

I will post this letter to you dear Home. I’m fortunate that you’ve always been there 
for me. Be assured that, even though my name changed from Owen to Drury, I’m still 
the same.

Ever yours truly,
M 

Maggie Drury
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York,

   We have to talk. I’m not going to dress it up in fine words, you need to know the 
truth. It’s over. We had a few good times down the years but not nearly enough to 
change my mind on this matter.

   They say that your first love leaves a mark on you that can never be erased, and it’s 
true. Your timeless gothic beauty can still take my breath away on a daffodil crisp 
spring day. My friends have seen your picture and some of them think I’m crazy 
but they don’t know you like I do. Too many ghosts, too many remembrances of 
knuckle chewing embarrassment from my in-between years. 

   For a while my visits home, and I still called it by that name then, were so eagerly 
awaited that I would jump from the train into your arms, but it was not to last. 
People move on. For every evening of sparkling wine and reminiscence there were 
three spent drinking alone in a familiar place devoid of the very things that used to 
make it special. Hour after hour, sat in the old haunts, waiting for a companion that 
was never coming. Well you’ve stood me up for the last time my pretty. Such is the 
nature of long distance relationships I suppose.

   I know, I went away. I could not expect things to have stayed the same in my 
absence. After years of flirting with posh totty in the stockbroker belt I saw through 
its shallowness. I bet you were thinking I’d come running back, but I had changed 
and so had you. We want different things now. 

   I have, after all this time, found the place I was always meant to be. In a tired old 
street, in a tired old neighbourhood, where soft furnishings decompose in the 
street and every dog is a pit-bull. But it is home, and I am warm here, in a way that 
I never was in the North, even viewed through the rosy lenses of nostalgia. You will 
be fine, you have many people who love you, and you have shown by your actions 
that you no longer have any need of me, so let’s let it go. Goodbye Eboracvm mon 
ami, and thanks for memories.

   No longer yours,

                       Barry
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Maggie Drury
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Irina Fridman
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Hello Home!

How are you? Anything new?
   I know, I owe you an apology, I haven’t written to you for a long time. But you see, 
it’s getting more and more difficult talking to you as the years go by.
   Back there, in my childhood years, it was so easy to have a chat- you were a very 
small and cosy world of 3 pokey inter-connected rooms in a Khruschev block of flats 
with my grandparents, parents, a little pinscher and lots of relatives. Remember, how 
they all crammed into our flat for the New Year’s celebrations? Do you remember 
that? We didn’t have enough chairs, and my Grandma borrowed some from the 
neighbours, which wasn’t enough still, so she resorted to the wood plank in the end? 
And my 6 year old cousin ate so much herring that he was violently sick. Gosh, how 
the flat stunk! Remember? And then I never had any birthday parties, ’cause it was 
summer, and everyone was always on holidays somewhere else. I was very sad then, 
and you tried so hard to cheer me up. Remember?
   Later, you expanded, changed into being more enticing, but also puzzling, 
threatening: school-taught pride in our great motherland; songs in the woods around 
the fire with one of my friends tenderly stroking the guitar strings; unofficial quota 
for the infidels, like me (was I really that bad?) for the University entry; friends – 
remember our poems?; going to and producing plays; official pop and underground 
rock; threats of new pogroms... 
   And then I got fed up – I upped and went. 
   The promised land of milk and honey was caressing, inviting me with its tangy 
dawns in their freshly squeezed orangey juiciness and opulence of opportunities, 
which were denied back there, in a more familiar, but oppressive land.
   I did think of you then, Home, lots; but I couldn’t write – new habits, new friends, 
new everything. And mind you, your sphinx-like attitude didn’t help either. You kept 
the answers to my numerous questions all to yourself, setting me a new test each 
time I successfully completed the previous one and returned to you for my prize. The 
“change of name” game left me stranded in the wilderness of terra incognito 
questioning the entire existence of my roots. With time the soft creative lullabies 
turned into business marches, everyone was comfortable with. Only I was baffled 
and restless.
   And then I got fed up, again – I upped and went.
   So here I am, weirdly enough, writing to you, Home, so many years later. You’re 
foggier and more amorphous than ever (how very Dickensian!); but I’m writing to 
you now, for the first time in all these years – a wondering me... I’m not even sure of 
your address – just hope The Royal Mail will forward my letter to you.
   Do get in touch. I’m looking forward to hearing from you.
Hugs and kisses,

Irina
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Where are you from? They still ask.
   So I tell them the Medway Towns but I see they don’t believe me
   No, where are you really from? They insist.
   But why can’t I be from here, the place I’ve called home for 20 years and more?
   Where my children were born, where I’ve lived, loved, lost and loved again?
   They say I’m a “Northerner” but I’ve lived in the “South” for most of my life.
   They say I’m from Sunderland, but I’ve lived here longer than I ever lived there, and 
if the truth be known, I wasn’t actually born in Sunderland but in a small mining   
village some 15 miles to the south that I didn’t visit again until I was in my 30’s.
   Why must I be tied to the place I was born? The place that failed my whole  
generation scattering us around the country as economic migrants in search of  
somewhere new to call home. There’s nothing left there for me now, 
everything that meant anything has gone.
   
   And what of all the other places I’ve called home?
   Manchester? 
   Worcester? 
   Thamesmead? 
   Walthamstow?
   They were all home to me while I lived there.

   No for all their faults, the Medway towns are my home. 

   The place I fell in love with, at first sight, that day when I crossed the bridge over 
the Medway for the very first time. The ancient facade of Rochester, with its medieval  
streets, castle, and cathedral, masking the hidden darkness of the Towns beyond.     
   Over the next few years I came often discovering the festivals that filled the streets 
with life and the quiet times in between. 
         

Kevin Geraghty-Shewan
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   The more I visited the more I knew I had to live here - I had found my new home.
   That was almost half my lifetime ago, much has changed, lots of water under that 
bridge! Memories good and bad leap from every twist and turn of its familiar streets, 
often dark and dirty, trod so often without breeding contempt but still a million new 
adventures just waiting to be started.
  
 The Medway towns are my home; not because of birth or family history 
but because I decided to call them so.
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A sea-buffeted pub on the beach. 
Ale in a plastic glass. Crisps blow away. 
We huddle together for warmth. 
Seagulls bomb us. We shout then laugh. 
Watching the wind farm out at sea. 
At last I take off my ruby slippers.
And say there’s no place like home. 

But home is wherever you are.
S

am
 H

al
l
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Chatham, Kent, England, Earth      
 
24th December 2011

Dear Chatham,

   I find it ironic that I am writing to you on Christmas Eve. After all, that is the date 
that many associate with your more famous son, Charles Dickens. Except, he isn’t 
your son really now is he? You brazen hussy you, how dare you claim someone who is 
not yours?
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Are you ashamed of your more colourful characters, more interesting and complex? 
The likes of Richard Dadd, for example. The man who painted the world anew? 
Except he didn’t fit into the Dickensian ideal of family. Not that Dickens did himself.

Now really, I find this tendency of yours to sweep things under the carpet quite 
disturbing. Dadd isn’t the only name being completely forgotten in the tide of 
Dickens-mania (did I mention he wasn’t born here?) How about we got some more 
interesting names for you like Will Adams. OK Will  Adams has his festival but that’s 
just local, how about you remember Charles Spencelayh,  WL Wylie, Donald 
Maxwell, Edith Dunbar, Henry Hopper, Frank Stewart, Henry Hill, and Ann Pratt. 
OK this is absurd. There are so many names being lost, have been lost in the cracks, 
swept away on the tides of… What, exactly?  The Brook River,  the one underground. 
Who knows where that’s going, maybe it’s sneaked into one of the Medway tunnels 
under the lines.

    The point being, if you don’t remember any of these names why should we? How 
could we? I haven’t got onto any of the “colourful characters” and street walkers, 
sailors or soldiers or engineers who walked your streets. How about the pilgrims, not 
just on their way to Canterbury but the Knights Templar on their way to Jerusalem? 
What’s not to like about them? We don’t know though, because they’re not 
mentioned either.  So many, without a voice. No wonder so many of us grow up with 
the idea that “nothing” ever happened here.

   Come on now, Chatham. You can do better than this. I’ve been good and not 
mentioned the Dockyard once.  There’s more to you than last year’s memories, let’s 
give the voice some body, let’s not leave them hanging around on shame in a kind of 
shameful half life like the leavings of the dockyard on Saint Mary’s Island.
Be proud. Be brave. Be vocal. Times have changed, and the history we have is 
something to be celebrated. So let’s start today. Let’s go beyond Dickens. Please?
   
Yours, 

                                                    Sarah Jenkin
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I recently came across an old photograph of the Admiral Elliott, taken 
sometime in the 1950s, I think. There are a couple of coaches drawn up 
outside the pub, and a crowd of monochromatic people, most of them 
looking older than they probably are, pose for a group photograph. They are 
heading off on a daytrip, perhaps, to Margate or Broadstairs. The men are in 
suits, baggy-trousered, caps firmly planted on heads; many of the women 
appear to be shrouded in their raincoats.
   I grew up with the Admiral Elliott. It stood on the corner of the street where 
I lived, East Street in Gillingham, until I was twenty-two. I grew up with its 
presence, but I never went in there, at least not until about twenty years after I 
had left home. By then it was a rundown, ramshackle sort of place. I was 
performing at a benefit for the Socialist Alliance. I don’t recall much about the 
event, now, except that it was tinged with sadness at the state of the old pub.
   You see, I not only grew up with the Admiral as a physical presence. It was 
that, sure enough. I passed it on the way to and from school. I passed it as I 
went around the block, playing on my little blue scooter, rattling along the 
same pavements over and over. I passed it on errands, or running round to the 
odd little DIY corner shop that sold Airfix kits swathed in the incense of cut 
wood.
   Towards the end of my time in East Street, I had to pass the Admiral when 
making my way to and from my own preferred drinking haunts. Foliate heads, 
a family of Green Men carved in stone, watched me from the pub walls 
whenever I walked by.
   And, digressing for a moment, the odd thing about the photograph is this.  
In my memory, the Admiral gleamed like a palace, dressed in the green-glazed 
tiles of an earlier age. I’d always assumed the tiles must have been stripped off 
when the pub was bought up and converted into apartments, a few years ago.  
Yet in the photo, those tiles aren’t there. It’s as if my imagination had placed 
them there, and they disappeared when I left.

Admiral Elliot
Philip Kane
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   Instead, what I see in the picture is a neat, tidy sort of pub, flowers in hanging 
baskets and window boxes, a place scrubbed clean inside and out.  It was, and 
remains even now, the container for a hundred family stories. The Admiral 
Elliott was the favourite rendezvous, decades past, for my maternal grandparents, 
great-uncles, great-aunts and any number of other relatives.  They were a big family, 
big enough that I could never remember all the names or always fit the right names to 
the right faces.
   There was a whole platoon of them, at least. On Sunday afternoons, during my 
childhood, they’d gather at my grandparents’ little terraced house in Granville Road, 
drinking tea and maybe something stronger too, regaling each other with those same 
stories of the old days at the Admiral, over and over, laughing together at the same 
jokes and the same anecdotes.
   At the time, sat in the middle of that crowd and often feeling barely visible in the 
present, I was too often bored. Now, with sufficient hindsight, and my own history 
with my friends and comrades collecting dust, I can see that those Sunday afternoons 
were a vital bonding, a means to keeping alive all their personal and connected pasts 
as an uncertain future loomed ahead.
   By the 1970s, their numbers were fewer but there seemed to be more stories than 
before. Inflation, immigration, strikes, pop music, short skirts, legalised 
homosexuality, extra television channels, technology spiralling faster and faster; the 
world was altering so swiftly, a bewildering maelstrom of changes around the 
survivors of their generation. They needed their stories more than ever.
   I can remember one of the anecdotes.  It seems they’d all been drinking in the 
Admiral Elliott, the whole clan of them, and at the end of the night someone had 
ordered a taxi. The person who had ordered it climbed into the back seats when it 
arrived, then out of the opposite door as the next person clambered in, who then did 
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the same as another followed, and so on, till the whole pubload of people were 
passing through the back of the taxi.  And naturally, as they came out of the taxi 
everyone sneaked back round to climb through again, and again, and again.
   There were probably hundreds of other such stories. Small stories, inconsequential 
really.  I’ve forgotten all but that one, and I have no idea why it’s that one in particular 
that has stuck so firmly in my memory. The people who told them are long dead, and 
most of the stories lost for good, but in that single surviving anecdote something of 
them survives too, something of their lives, and of their laughter.
   As a teenager, I stopped listening to those tales. The Admiral Elliott was 
considered a rough old pub by this time. There was sawdust on the floors and the 
windows were left dirty. There were no hanging baskets or window boxes any longer.  
My family didn’t go there. It was a den for the kind of people who lived at the top 
end of East Street, just across from the dishevelled Admiral; angry looking men with 
cheap tattoos, women with missing teeth, unkempt children. The foliate faces were 
still peering out, but they looked forlorn now.
   One of those families kept a dog.  It was a skinny black thing, and more or less left 
to run wild in the street, but it was friendly enough. It would come up to be 
petted whenever I walked past the Admiral Elliott. Until, one day and for no apparent 
reason, as I was on my way home from school, it bit me. To be honest it wasn’t much 
of a bite. But it frightened me enough that I avoided the route past the Admiral, and 
past the dog, for a while.
 
  The reason I’ve come to that story, recounted it now, is that it doesn’t mean 
anything, but at the same time it means a great deal. Some stories are like that. It’s 
why we tell them to one another, and to ourselves, over and over.
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E-mail from two years ago:
I am coming home. I have arranged a lift to Heathrow and measured my 
suitcases. I can’t fit everything in my luggage, so some of my stuff will go in 
my husband’s suitcase. He can survive with one pair of pants, but I can’t 
without 10 pairs of shoos. We have two connecting flights. We will have to 
wait in the Belgrade airport for 8 hours, so we have plenty of games in our 
hand luggage. Can you pick us up from the airport? I don’t want to sleep over 
in Skopje, but I would prefer to go straight to Ohrid, although that is about 
3-4 hours away. Will you be able to drive? We can sleep in the car. Can you 
ask mum not to cook. We are not going to be hungry when we get home.

SMS from two months ago:
I am coming home. I’ll pick up our baby from the nursery and stop at Tesco 
to get bread, butter and milk. Can you please put a jacket potato in the oven 
for all of us. I have not had time to eat and I am starving.

A note:
I was born and grew in homes that were created for me. One is a present from my 
parents, the other one is a gift from my husband. And I have created another home for 
my daughter. E
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