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I will begin by saying a big thank you to all those 
who contributed to this issue. I was touched by 
the flurry of copies received from members in 
response to my last appeal. The quality of writing is 
exceptionally good this time, and I look forward to 
receiving many more for the next issue.

I woke up one night at 2 AM with an idea knocking 
on my brain: I could use AI to help me proofread. 
I haven’t looked back since. The time taken for 
the job of editing has reduced by several orders of 
magnitude. However, it has caught me out as well.

I ran the editorial of the last issue through one 
of the AI tools, and it spotted a few unforgivable 
errors. Ironically, I had asked you to ‘proof read’ your stories, briefly forgetting 
that ‘proofread’ is one word, not two. I also missed the word ‘as’ in the second 
paragraph where I talked about the plan to circulate PDF copies of Author. 
Additionally, the artist’s name Georg Baselitz was misspelt.

With some help from AI, there won’t be a repeat of this performance. Please 
see my two-part article on AI in this issue. I hope you too will find the tools 
useful in your work. It is not infallible and will trip you up if you are not careful. 
Nevertheless, it is worth getting a good understanding of the technology so that we 
can use it to our advantage.

We are now back on track with the publication schedule of the quarterly issues of 
Author. See more details under News, announcements, notices. Please try to send 
in your contributions well ahead of the deadline so that I have sufficient time to 
put it all together. I have proposed some guidelines for poems submitted to Author. 
These are published in the Notices section as well as on our website within the 
page dedicated to Author. 

Please only send through photographs or illustrations for which you have the 
copyright. I am not in favour of publishing images downloaded from the Internet 
unless there is a compelling reason to include them. Happy writing, and lose 
yourself in the process.

Gopi Chandroth
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fROm the chaiR

Have you heard of Canva? I had not until recently, when there was an offer of a free 
masterclass on how to use it online for members of  buythebook.ie. So, as a member 
I decided to find out about it as I wanted to start a second Instagram account.

Canva is an online design platform that lets you make content for social media such 
as graphics, videos, websites and marketing materials. The masterclass was done 
via Zoom and was very interesting, and showed how amazing designs were made. 
It all looked fairly easy to do, and I made copious notes.  

However, putting it into practice was another matter as I am not of an artistic bent 
and I struggled with it. Apart from developing backgrounds and adding text lines I 
did not go much further despite taking out a free trial. It’s free up to a certain limit. 
But it is expensive, at £13 a month or £100 a year which would be useful for those 
who would use it regularly for websites and advertising.

Regarding Instagram, I am struggling with adding a second Instagram account as I 
did not want a personal one this time but a public one about writing and literature 
and I had thought Canva might be useful for that. All of this time on technology 
takes one away from writing and yet as a writer we need some technology. 
Sometimes I hanker after the time all we needed was pen, paper, and a typewriter 
and if necessary a few reference books.

My local council have closed several smaller libraries despite much opposition 
using the excuse they were not used enough. Though I have hundreds of books, 
many waiting to be read, I decided to use my local libraries more regularly as it is so 
important to keep them open. I have enjoyed choosing books again. My favourites 
are biographies and crime novels and there is a great selection of those.  
For members who have published books with an ISBN.

You can find out if your book is in a public library even worldwide, by checking 
worldcat.org which is a global catalogue It does not include Ireland I found out. 
Also check UK, Ireland, and local public library catalogues.
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If your book is listed and your name is on the title page or you receive royalties 
from a publisher you will be entitled to Public Lending Rights (PLR) which is about 
11p each time a book is borrowed. Recently this has come to include e-books.

To apply, go to the British library website and the application will be there. You 
need to apply by the 30th June 2025 to be included in this years calculations, 
British and Irish PLR applications can be submitted together. Unfortunately, past 
borrowing of the books does not qualify for PLR.

Libraries do not accept books directly from authors but only from distributors. A 
distributor in Ireland asked for two orders of both my books and I was thrilled to 
find that between them the books are in twenty five Irish libraries, eight British, 
and one American library. Some of those are in university libraries which do not 
count for PLR. I have applied for PLR now. I would love to know if some of you 
qualify for PLR.

I have just started reading one of the books I got for Christmas, a memoir by actress 
and comedian Miranda Hart called I Haven’t Been Entirely Honest With You and I 
hope to do a book review of it for the next Author.

I find book reviews very useful and anything that makes you decide to read a book 
is important. So how about writing a book review for Author and sending other 
material as more is required by our editor Gopi, who is doing a fantastic job. Also, 
check out our splendid new website www.scpsw.org.

Gopi has worked so hard to set it up, we are so grateful to him for doing so. Enjoy 
the Spring and happy reading and writing

Ethel Corduff (Chair)
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Man Of The Soil Vivienne Orr 

Should you be driving along a country road enjoying the fresh country air and 
happen to pass a particular farm, an obnoxious smell would reach you and cause a 
swift closing of the car windows. It would be too late. The stench emanating from 
Joe’s soil shed would linger as if glued to every surface. Joe carried the smell around 
with him constantly, which may have been the reason he had remained single.  

There was a time, not so long ago, when Joe was considered to be the best-looking 
man in the district and had no difficulty dating the young ladies. He was strong of 
limb and broad of shoulder with a rough edge born of the soil and a smile that sent 
the girls into a fizz.

Once Joe had been bitten by the all-consuming desire to perfect his soil formula 
the girls would keep their distance and wrinkle their little noses and Joe would 
lose out to the smooth-talking blazer-clad young blades with their latest model 
fast cars. The rejections did not trouble Joe too much and he was quite content 
to get into his battered truck and return to the soil shed where he would spend 
a happy hour consulting soil and seed catalogues and making notes in his well-
thumbed note pad. The lack of a soulmate was tempered by the success of his 
farm. Though smaller than most in the area the standard of his crops was so high 
he could command the best market prices and a clutch of hens supplied the local 
shop with perfect eggs. Always ready to co-operate and play his part among the 
neighbouring tenant farmers, his success was not resented, though a few would 
scratch their heads and endeavour to learn his secret. Joe worked hard, his farm 
flourished and life was.

Each evening Joe would release the padlock of the soil shed and shut himself 
inside. Large sacks, bins and bottles were carefully marked and arranged around 
the mixing table and contained a plethora of ingredients mixed scientifically to 
his formula. Scales, measures, basins and bowls were set out together with his 
meticulous notes. The formula of the soil mix changed with the season and the 
weather and any casual observer would make no sense of it. Nonetheless the 
shed door was always kept securely locked and in due course the noxious mulch 
would be spread around the crops with astounding effect and pervade the ground 
and Joe with its most distinctive aroma. The project consumed his every waking 
moment. An idea would flash across his mind and he would hurry from the fields 
to conduct a new experiment.  
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Joe revelled in his success. It was sad that a nice woman would not be persuaded 
to acclimatise but he had the warm companionship of his elderly dog and a large 
possessive black cat, both of which doubtless regarded him as another animal 
complete with its particular animal smell. From time to time Joe would ponder 
the future. It was well within his capabilities to run the farm on his own but the 
house had become shabby and needed attention. A wife would come in handy. 
When such a thought occurred the cat would turn its large head and regard Joe 
with narrowed eye. It is well known that cats are mind readers, and this one ruled 
its domain with an iron paw. 

Then Joe’s contented life began to turn upside down. The old dog was ailing badly 
and being a man of the earth he knew it was duty to put his old friend down. It was 
a sad time but a farm needs a dog and, with heavy heart, Joe forced himself to visit 
the animal rescue centre to acquire another animal. The task was made easy by a 
buxom young lass who was delighted to show Joe around. They hit it off right away 
and it was not long before she and a lively young spaniel were invited to take up 
residence in Joe’s farmhouse.  

As soon as they stepped over the threshold there was trouble. Whereas the girl did 
her best to get on side, the cat was having none of it. The belligerent creature spat, 
snarled ferociously and drew blood at every opportunity. The little dog shrank from 
the fiend and made itself scarce. It would cower and quiver in corners and take 
itself off to the furthest field only to emerge nervously at mealtime. Any attempt 
to clean and tidy was an ordeal. The cat prowled and plotted. Fresh rugs became 
rucked and frayed, laundered curtains and upholstery shredded and snagged, new 
dishes overturned and smashed. After supper the mean animal would leap onto 
Joe’s lap and glare, an immovable obstacle to any romancing. Inevitably there came 
an ultimatum, a choice. Joe’s efforts as a peace-maker were futile and he saw no 
reason to dispatch another of his animals because it showed a natural spirit.
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The die was cast, the young woman packed her bags and returned to the kennels 
with the little dog, now a cringing quivering wreck, hard at her heels.  

There is a happy ending to this tale. In villages everyone knows each other’s 
business (excepting the contents of Joe’s soil shed) and soon there was a light on 
the horizon. A former favourite lady friend had long tired of her fragrant blazer-
clad husband who was still roaring around the countryside in his high-powered 
sports car instead of paying her due attention. Having heard the latest news she 
came knocking on Joe’s door with her sweet-tempered old dog offering teacakes 
and sympathy. He accepted all with great joy.  

The cat stared balefully at the new arrivals but had expended all its vicious energy 
in ridding the house of the earlier intruder and after an initial skirmish realised the 
game was up and settled for a quiet life. At the first sign of any trouble the wise 
old hound would sit down majestically and gaze into space. The deserted husband 
fast-tracked his way into another’s affections and Joe would now emerge from his 
soil shed shrouded in a cloud of evil smells, a happy man.  

Life was sweet.
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Energy: The Headlong Rush
Geoff Parkes

Gird your loins, friends: there are deadlines to meet. Net-zero greenhouse gas 
emissions to be achieved by 2050, gas boilers for domestic heating to be phased 
out by 2035, and sales of new petrol and diesel cars to be banned by 2030. That 
last deadline is just five years away; better get moving.

If you think these exhortations to act sound familiar, you are not wrong. In 2001, 
Gordon Brown introduced a new tax system to encourage us to switch rapidly to 
diesel cars, as they were perceived to be less damaging to the environment. It soon 
emerged that the very opposite was the case.

I have nothing per se against electric cars, but I have a lot against the way in which 
we are being railroaded into buying them with few offers of viable alternatives. 
There is no doubt that such alternatives exist: hydrogen, compressed natural gas, 
liquefied petroleum gas, and biofuels. With hydrogen cars, the only by-product of the 
energy-generating process is water, making it a zero-emissions option. They have fast 
refuelling times and longer driving range than electric cars. Two models are already on 
the market: the Toyota Mirai and the Hyundai Nexo (which has a range of 414 miles). 
BMW, Honda and Land Rover also have hydrogen models in development. However, 
they are expensive, and refuelling points are few and far between. Birmingham, 
London, Swindon and Surrey are some of around 16 places where you can top up. 
Range anxiety is thus far greater than with electric cars and it is difficult to see how 
new buyers will be won over without extensive further investment.

And what about biofuels? A few years ago, but after the government decision to go 
electric had been announced, website expressvehiclecontracts wrote: 

Modern biofuels can be adapted to the needs of current engines and are known 
to perform exceptionally well under most conditions. With no need for engine 
conversion, fewer maintenance requirements, and fewer emissions, it is hard to 
see why we are not all using biofuels. 
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Many such fuels have high recycling credentials. Biodiesel can be made from 
vegetable oils, animal fats, or recycled cooking grease. Biogas can be produced 
from food waste, sewage, or biomass crops. Bioethanol can be made from corn or 
sugar cane. The list goes on. Of course, there are arguments against following the 
biofuel route, the main one being initial cost. This is the standard argument used 
for relegating possible energy sources to the scrapheap of also-rans. Opting for 
electric cars to the exclusion of just about everything else amounts to a monorail 
policy, or all eggs in one basket. Is that ever a good idea?

Whilst the car market is now subject to monorail policy, the strategy for new 
energy generation (to work alongside nuclear, gas, and biomass) is duorail: wind 
and solar power. All eggs in two baskets. Again, we have been entreated to switch 
away from harmful sources of carbon emissions as quickly as possible to save the 
planet. I have nothing against saving the planet. As planets go, I find Earth far from 
unpleasant, especially considering the atmospheres prevailing on neighbouring 
planets. Nevertheless, I suspect that there are a lot more than two new ways in 
which we can help to save it. Let’s look at a few.

Geothermal energy

The UK has vast untapped resources with enormous potential. Serious interest 
began after the worldwide oil crisis in 1973, and by 1981 drilling had taken 
place in the Southampton area. The project was abandoned by the Department 
of Energy (why??) but pursued by Southampton City Council, which created the 
UK’s first geothermal power scheme. This has been enormously successful. The 
British Geological Survey has identified the East Midlands, Greater Manchester, 
the Humber, and Cheshire as other prime sites.
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Tidal range 

Whilst winds can drop, and the sun can refuse to shine, tides are eminently 
predictable. With some of the highest tidal differences in the world, and roughly 
12,500km of coastline, the UK is ideally placed to exploit the power of the sea. 
Potential first sites include the Severn, Mersey and Dee Estuaries, the Pentland 
Firth, and the North Wales coast, but there are many more.

Tidal range involves the building of a dam to create a lagoon. Water is then released 
at certain times through turbines to generate electricity. La Rance in Brittany was 
the first such scheme, inaugurated in 1966. Amazingly, since then only two more 
have been built, both in South Korea. Why did Britain not follow suit decades ago? 
The old argument: set-up costs.

Tidal stream

This does not involve the building of dams but instead uses the kinetic energy 
of tidal currents in deeper waters. A 2021 study  from academics at Edinburgh 
University found that tidal stream alone has the potential to deliver 11% of the 
UK’s current annual electricity demand, which is approximately the same as the 
present combined contribution of solar and biomass. 

Conclusions

The world has profited enormously from the development of wind and solar 
energy, but in the UK we have piled into too few technologies too quickly. Rejecting 
a technology because of high set-up costs might make sense if you take a ten-year 
view, but not if you take a thirty-year view. The vast areas needed for wind and 
solar energy have caused an environmental impact that was scarcely considered 
at the outset. These areas represent eyesores that many regard as another form 
of pollution. By contrast, geothermal schemes cause minimal surface disturbance. 
Neglecting the power of the sea and the heat beneath our feet has been a big 
mistake. In 2060, I will either not be here or will be in the Guinness Book of Records.
By then, I confidently predict that electric cars will be appearing at scrapyards 
en masse, and the government of the day will be beseeching us to buy vehicles 
powered by some other energy source. What that will be is anyone’s guess.

12
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Sentences from Stephen 
Stephen Bibby

I love my collection of classical music. 

I cherish my display of compact discs, alphabetically arranged in their elegant 
rack, Bach at the top, Wagner the foot. I enjoy scanning the square plastic cases, 
physically selecting a symphony, reading the neat background booklet.

There’s satisfaction in flipping open the lid of my CD player, inserting the precious 
circle of silver then settling to the rich orchestral sounds effortlessly issuing from 
the adjacent speakers, handsome in their beechwood surround. 

You can, therefore, imagine my dismay when, some years ago, I discovered that 
my recording of Mendelssohn’s Scottish Symphony had fallen silent. The disc was 
turning, the volume high, yet the music was missing. 

A few months later, I plucked Beethoven’s Choral Symphony from my rack, wiped 
the surface and slipped it into the player. It too produced only silence.

Successively I discovered that numerous other discs ceased to yield sound. 
Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition were a blank canvas. Water Music had 
become drought. Pavarotti lost his voice. My extensive collection was contracting, 
slowly shrinking to a restricted repertoire. 

Then six months ago, everything failed. Not a note could be heard from any of 
my diminished disc collection. There was only one conclusion. My Sony CD player, 
after 25 years of faithful service, had finally expired.

I baulked at binning the beloved player. After all, while its condition appeared 
terminal, ignorant of its operation I couldn’t be entirely sure. But where do you 
seek a second opinion? These days if something breaks down you simply throw it 
out and purchase a cheap replacement made in China.

Faced with my growing grumpiness my wife advised, ‘Take it to the Repair Café!’

A quick search on the Internet revealed that on the third Sunday of the month this 
organisation convened at nearby Baughurst Village Hall.



14

The player and speakers packed into a box, I drove to the venue, not really knowing 
what to expect but anticipating confirmation of my terminal diagnosis.

What I encountered was eclectic, unusual and amazingly uplifting. 

There was a buzz of activity. Volunteers in blue Repair Café polo shirts welcomed 
me warmly, indicating a registration desk. A form duly completed, I was offered 
free coffee and cake while I awaited a consultation. A man sat next to me with a 
cuckoo clock. Nearby a lady clutched a hairdryer, another balanced a bicycle. 

Eventually, my name called, I was led into the main hall lined with tables all staffed 
by polo shirted volunteers studiously examining items in various states of distress. 
A gentleman named Hugh tenderly emptied my box. 

‘Excellent piece of equipment,’ he remarked approvingly. ‘I used to work for Sony. 
These were good machines.’

‘I’m afraid you might tell me it’s simply worn out,’ I replied sadly.

 He lifted the lid and peered at the small, bulbous laser inside. 

‘Look: the laser moves backwards and forwards. Even a tiny speck of dirt can 
obstruct it. That can prevent it recognising a CD. If it’s very dirty it won’t recognise 
anything.’

Taking a cotton wool bud and some industrial alcohol, Hugh gently cleaned the 
fish-eyed lens. The white swab rapidly darkened to a dense black. 

The process complete, he inserted my recording of Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an 
Exhibition.

To my absolute delight the familiar strain of the opening promenade theme 
triumphantly issued from the speakers. What I thought was dead was very much alive.
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I could hardly contain my gratitude. Having thanked Hugh, I enthusiastically 
completed a feedback form and said farewell. There was absolutely no charge for 
the service, but I was very happy to leave a donation.

Repair Cafés were conceived by a lady named Martine Postma. She set up the 
first café in Amsterdam on 18 October 2009, inspiring others who prefer repair to 
replacement. The organisation is now international, stretching even to a corner of 
north Hampshire.

It’s a simple but brilliant notion. During my visit I felt buoyed by idealism in action, 
pleased to be part of an admirable community enterprise. Some folk sought help 
because they couldn’t afford to replace.

Others like me, and the man with the cuckoo clock, were reluctant to consign a 
cherished object to landfill. Indeed, as each repaired item is weighed, the Repair Café 
can accurately calculate the tonnage of material given re-birth rather than burial. 

Based on this brief but totally positive experience, I urge you not to despair in the 
face of malfunction. Find your local Repair Café: rejuvenate your broken bicycles, 
or heatless hair dryers. 

As for me, I hurried home to enjoy Beethoven, Mendelssohn and my complete CD 
library. I have also renamed my Sony CD player. It’s now called Lazarus.
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LASER Adrian Fray

Oh Laser, Laser, burning bright,
You’re Infra Red so out of sight,
And yet your thermal ray is felt
By distant targets, as they melt.

Coherently, your narrow beam
Does not diverge, so it would seem
Your energy will concentrate,
So you can cut through metal plate.

More reasons for extolling you,
Are you can cut ceramics too,
And if you cut through cloth or plaid
You fuse the edge, unlike a blade.

Oh Laser, Laser, burning bright,
I wonder if your I.R. light
Could turn into an optics tool
If I could make you visible.

A crystal in your cavity,
If lacking linearity,
Would double up I.R. to green,
And make a light that can be seen.

It worked and gave a brilliant beam,
But that is all, for it would seem
An Optics Tool was just a dream,
So Government dispersed the team.
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The word LASER is an acronym for:

Light
Amplification by
Stimulated
Emission of
Radiation

The first one was built at Hughes Research Laboratories in the USA by Theodore 
Maiman. I worked at the MOD Telecommunications Research Laboratories in 
Great Malvern, Worcestershire, at the time and was asked to replicate his work in 
conjunction with the British firms Marconi, General Electric Company (GEC), and 
Plessey. I was already working on an infrared LASER, based on yttrium aluminium 
garnet (YAG) crystal doped with neodymium. I was able to point its beam at the 
window of a neighbouring laboratory and receive the reflective beam, which was 
modulated by people talking in the laboratory, vibrating the window slightly.
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By demodulating this, I could hear what was being said. My line manager took my 
results and used them to work at another MOD establishment, and I was told to 
work on something else.

I had a nonlinear crystal (lithium niobate) and directed the infrared beam through 
the crystal. As expected, I generated a harmonic, which was bright green. My 
director came to see it and said, “Wow, just what we need to attract people to the 
British stand at the Paris Air Show this year.”

I had to pack up the green LASER and take it out to France, then pack it up and bring 
it back to England. Unfortunately, my scientific research at that time was controlled 
by an administrator trained in classics. The only way he could determine whether 
to support my research was by whether Marconi, GEC, or Plessey were interested. 
Unfortunately, they were not, so I had to stop working on the green LASER.

Many years later, when I had to have treatment for cancer, I was aligned each day 
by a green LASER… made in France! I often wonder whether the King, when having 
his various therapies, was aligned with a green, French LASER, invented by me. As 
I was never able to write a paper about it, no one knows it was invented by me.

Likewise, when I was working with liquid crystals, I made a 7-bar numeric display, 
but Marconi, Plessey, and GEC weren’t interested, so I had to stop.

The day I moved to a different project, I was told that the government had received 
their first one million pounds in royalties! However, Japan, China, and the USA 
went on to develop new versions that got around the patent. I suspect that the UK 
now pays royalties to them.
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Radio, TV and the Written 
Word Ken Franklin

There’s a wealth of material on radio and television of interest to anyone interested 
in the literary life in the broadest terms. YouTube, for example, has developed into 
a mature TV channel with a vast range of material on tap in the shape of readings, 
lectures, talks, discussions, etc., from many countries and with many notable 
participants. I have no connection with the channel, but I suggest that anyone who 
is or might become a regular viewer might wish to subscribe to the premium service 
that gives totally uninterrupted viewing. Malcolm Guite, priest, scholar, musician, 
bibliophile, and poet, has a fascinating podcast that is always worth watching: 
https://www.youtube.com/@MalcolmGuitespell

BBC radio offers numerous programmes about drama, books, and poetry. Melvin 
Bragg’s long-running series, In Our Time, has its own website, with every episode 
broadcast since 1998 available in the archive: https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/
articles/2Dw1c7rxs6DmyK0pMRwpMq1/archive.

Harriet Gilbert hosts A Good Read where she and two guests spend thirty minutes in 
discussion about their chosen novel. The programme website ranges widely: https://
www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b006v8jn.

The Verb with Ian McMillan: https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/
profiles/3LHjWWK1lRd4Y0zqNmcLJsD/

is an eclectic offering. He describes it as having ‘the magic of discovery, the 
excitement of living language, stories, songs, the continuum of audience and writer 
and reader.’ An ever-changing line-up of guests ensures there’s always something 
new and different. Regarded as one of the giants of 20th-century poetry, W. H. 
Auden started young and had written many of his most famous poems before leaving 
England for the USA in 1939 at the age of 32.

His poem Funeral Blues featured in the hit movie Four Weddings and a Funeral, 
making a huge and lasting impression and putting Auden’s name even more 
prominently on the map. More recently, Sam Mendes’s film Empire of Light features 
another Auden poem, Death’s Echo, together with poems by Tennyson, Eliot, and 
Larkin. It’s safe to say this is a movie for the poetry lover. To reinforce that emotion, 
I recommend a three-part series on BBC Sounds that provides a carefully researched 
overview of Auden’s poetry and his personal life with many Auden authorities 
offering opinions and insights. It can be found at https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/
brand/m001qdmk

In turn, the series examines his political poetry, poetry and religion, and love poetry.

https://www.youtube.com/@MalcolmGuitespell

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/articles/2Dw1c7rxs6DmyK0pMRwpMq1/archive
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/articles/2Dw1c7rxs6DmyK0pMRwpMq1/archive
mailto:https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b006v8jn?subject=
mailto:https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b006v8jn?subject=
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/profiles/3LHjWWK1lRd4Y0zqNmcLJsD/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/profiles/3LHjWWK1lRd4Y0zqNmcLJsD/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/brand/m001qdmk
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/brand/m001qdmk
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Celebration Mike Sedgwick 

We were all dog-tired and mentally exhausted after three weeks of final 
examinations. Tomorrow, the results will be published.  

‘What will you do if we’ve passed?’ I asked Taffy, my flatmate.  

‘Drink Bristol dry in celebration,’ he replied.  

‘And if we’ve failed,’ I raised an eyebrow.  

‘Same, but in sadness. I can’t feel I’ve passed, you know. I got the dose of Pethidine 
wrong. I know it’s 50 mg, so why did I say 500? Enough to kill a few people.’  

A strange malaise came over us. Our band of 50, who had survived human anatomy 
dissection, human experimentation where passing tubes down into our stomachs 
to measure the acidity was a rite of passage. We had our eyes and ears probed, 
were spun in a chair to teach us about balance, and fell over when we tried to stand. 
We boiled hundreds of test tubes full of urine for experiments which turned urine 
blue, red, or cloudy. Then, after a severe examination in which the government 
ordered the university to fail 10% of us regardless of our brilliance, we were let 
loose on patients.  

We questioned and prodded the stoical sick, listened to their hearts, asked them 
to cough, and took blood samples, tested their urine, and searched their stools 
for worms. They let us stitch up drunks in A&E and set occasional fractures. We 
followed patients to the operating theatre and assisted with their surgery. Some 
of us were fortunate to be allowed to do appendicectomies. If all this failed, we 
attended the post-mortem and saw the person we knew eviscerated.  

Tomorrow, we were to attend the post-mortem of the class of ’62. Most of our 
band of 50 survivors would pass, and some would be shown to lack knowledge and 
fail. Our intellectual abilities and clinical skills, our understanding of drugs, and our 
talents with a stethoscope were laid out for our examiners.  

We will disperse tomorrow for a well-earned holiday but will never meet again. 
We’ve been together for five long, arduous, and exciting years. Now it’s time to say 
adieu. Some of us will return to the teaching hospital for our first job; others will 
find work around the West Country, Gloucester, Bath, Taunton, and further afield.  

‘What do you want to do when you qualify, Taffy?’  
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‘I want to be a surgeon in the Welsh Valleys – offer them better surgery than 
they’ve had before. Gall bladders, varicose veins, hernias, emergency stuff after 
accidents, caesareans, etc. What about you?’  

‘If I’ve passed, I want the job on the professorial surgical unit – that means alcoholic 
livers and vascular arterial grafts. After that, I want a research job somewhere.’  

All fifty of us assembled around a green baize noticeboard beneath the university 
tower. We were quiet. Our lives were about to change, one way or another. Some 
bit their nails, and the smokers puffed furiously. A number were about to propose 
to their girlfriends if they passed – if.  

Everyone tensed when Miss Cox, the Dean’s secretary, clacked down the hall in her 
high heels with the piece of paper in her hand. That paper is the most important 
paper we will read in our lives.  

‘Stand back, boys,’ she said as we crowded around. ‘The results are pretty good 
this year.’  

The responses began: yahoo, yippee, wow-ee, an amazed ‘I’ve passed,’ and a quiet 
‘thank God.’ One or two slunk quietly away, disappointed and dejected.  I saw my 
name written in full, then I read the heading:  

THE FOLLOWING CANDIDATES HAVE BEEN AWARDED THE DEGREES OF BACHELOR 
OF MEDICINE AND BACHELOR OF SURGERY.

This morning, I was a feckless, impecunious student of no consequence. This 
afternoon, I was a doctor, a responsible and respected member of society, able to 
perform surgery, prescribe dangerous drugs, and deliver babies.  

‘Now you can sign your own death certificates,’ said Taffy to bring us back to reality.  

We advised our parents that their sacrifices had not been in vain. It was a poignant 
moment for me. ‘Your mother would have been proud of you, son,’ said my father 
with a catch in his throat. Mother had died four months earlier.  

Did we celebrate? Not much. We were overcome with a sense of relief, 
achievement, and an awareness of the challenges to come. We had the rest of 
our lives to celebrate.  



An Inkling of a Poem Ken Franklin
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I’ll buy a Quinkflow refill for my Parker pen,
A pack of three will ensure its use more often.
Perhaps, I’ll be inspired when I come to write,
Not frightened by the Arctic wastes of white.

Like Scott, I’ll aim to reach the bottom of the page
Knowing the journey is like to take an age
With many stops and starts along the way
As tortured thoughts and memories drift and stray.

This not a journey one should take in haste.
Discarded paper falls like drifts of frozen waste,
Curated thought once more fails to reach its goal,
Lifeless words expire with no redeeming soul,

While out of sight the siren Pole still calls
Reflection concludes continuation appals
But a rhyming couplet will dispel confusion
And, perhaps, provide a needed, apt conclusion.



Sonnets Andy Millican
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When I come wobbling…. 
When I come wobbling home from down the pub
you make my head throb with your rolling pin.
Then take the water from the babies tub
and wash away my alcoholic sin.
You shove me in the spare room where I snore
and fart just like a dray horse all night long.
As morning breaks you gently push the door
and gag at Nature’s dreadful beery pong.
The curry rice and chips I brought you back
I dropped and stood in on the hallway tiles.
So now my task before I get the sack
is cleaning up beneath your vengeful smiles.
But afterwards just as I have promised
I’ll write you another cheery sonnet. 

Memory
You say your favourite roses are not red,
your popcorn should be salted but not sweet.
Natural butter is best on toast and bread
and we should buy from butchers for our meat.
You tell me the best way to wash our clothes
or how to prop your cushions on a chair.
A thousand things you tell me of lord knows
are groundhog days that fill you with despair.
You ask how I continually forget
to do these little things you often ask.
For many of these little things you set
is hardly the most challenging of tasks.
You state my memory gets worse every day.
It drives you nuts! 

Sorry, what did you say?
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Derek’s Molotov Cocktail
Tom Oulton

I was walking to the paper shop when Derek Hucklow called me from across the road.

“Hey, Jacko.”

He was sitting on the bench with its back against the churchyard wall, to the lych-
gate and opposite a small open space in which the hearses could turn.

“Come over ‘ere a minute, would yer?”

I complied, and sat down next to him.

“What can I do for you, Derek?” I asked, valiantly resisting the temptation to say 
“What can I do you for?””

“Look here, Jacko, do you ‘appen to ‘ave one of them plastic bottles, like fizzy 
drinks come in?”

“I don’t know that I do, Derek, not to spare, anyway. Might I ask why you want 
one?”

“I want ter make a petrol bomb.”

“And why do you want to make a petrol bomb?”

“’Ave yer seen the price of paraffin?”

“Why do you want to make any type of explosive device, Derek?”
“I’ve got this pile of wood in back garden and I want rid of it. But it’s damp and I 
can’t light it. I thought if I filled one of them bottles with petrol, then stuffed a fuse 
of some sort in mouth of bottle and lit it, then threw it at just the right moment 
into the wood, it might ignite it.”

The trouble with Derek is that he’s never married, in fact, he still lives in his parents’ 
cottage on the edge of our small town, or large village, if you prefer. If you marry 
a local girl, you get used to her being in charge of – well, just about everything, I 
suppose. Nobody knows how this happens, but it does. You can be sure that you 
won’t get to do anything really daft – she just won’t allow it.
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“Never having seen your back garden, Derek, I don’t think I’m in a position to 
advise.”

This was true. It was no surprise that I’d never been in his house, since our old 
working families had never cultivated what you might call a dinner party mentality, 
unlike the incomers, but it did seem a little odd that I’d never even been in his 
garden.

“But I feel I should make some observations about compression.”

“If yer must.”

“Which I shall do by way of giving you an illustration.”

Was that Derek sighing?

“Remember those little explosive caps we had when we were kids – used them in 
toy guns?”

 “Yes.”

“Now then. If you got a wooden cotton reel – had to be wood, mind, not one of 
those plastic things – you jammed a dried pea in one end. Then you put a few 
caps in the other end of the hole and, using the right-sized head of a nail, rammed 
them down on top of the dried pea, leaving the point of the nail sticking out. You 
stood this on the ground and rapped the point sharply with a hammer, and the 
cotton reel, even with that feeble charge, was blown into chunks. They could fly 
anywhere. I received a painful knock on my knee at least once. We wore short 
trousers, of course.”

“Stop talking to me like I was yer grandchild. I were there meself, remember?”
“My point, Derek, is that if you confine the petrol in a bottle and it ignites suddenly, 
you could get flaming fragments flying anywhere – on to your clothes, on to your 
shed, who knows?”

“All right, Jacko, point made. I will consider your wise words.”
Well satisfied, I continued on my way – well satisfied that was until a question 
occurred to me that I really should have asked…
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It was a couple of weeks before I saw Derek again, on the same bench, as I was 
making another trip to the paper shop. This time I joined him without being asked.

“Not seen you for a bit, Derek.”

“Well I’ve not been anywhere. I tell a lie, I went to that Waitrose.”

“You in Waitrose, Derek?”

“I know, It’s a very strange place. Like they’ve got fourteen types of balsamic 
vinegar.”

“What’s balsamic vinegar?”

“I’ve no idea, Jacko. But it’s like that – lots of types of things yer’ve never ‘eard 
of. The cheese counter looked a bit more normal, though pricey, and the woman 
serving wasn’t at all posh; talked just like you and me. Anyway, she saw me lookin’ 
at a particular cheese that was less expensive and said, ’I see yer lookin’ at that 
cheese. It’s very nice. In fact it was our dog’s favourite cheese. He ‘ad it for his last 
meal before ‘e was put down in our kitchen.’”

“Did you try any?”

“’Ow could I not after that?”

“What was it like?”

“’orrible.”

“Anyway, I thought I’d drop by and ask how your wood-burning plan had gone.” 

“I don’t want to detain yer, Jacko, if yer on yer way to paper shop.”

“Not at all, Derek. I’m just going to get replacement batteries for my radio.”

“Don’t make the mistake that Bill Battersby did, will yer?”

“What did Bill do, Derek?”
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“Yer know that these days there’s appliances that take rechargeable 
batteries?”

“I may have heard something to that effect.”

“Well, someone gave Bill a radio that only took rechargeable batteries. But of 
course he goes and puts normal ones in.”

“So what happened?” I asked cautiously.

“Blew the roof clean off ‘is shed.”

“Did it now.”

“So yer won’t do the same thing, will yer?”

“I promise I won’t.” Then I rapidly continued:

“What happened with your wood-burning experiment?

“No luck. I bore in mind what yer said about compression and just threw 
petrol on wood and lit it. But it were still too damp, and just went out. I’ll ‘ave 
ter think of something else.”

I might have suggested that he try selling the wood to in-comers for their 
word-burners, but felt I’d been helpful enough.

“Look, Derek, what’s been baffling me is why you had to ask me for bottles? 
Paper shop’s just over there. Why didn’t you just walk across, buy a bottle of 
fizzy pop, drink it and use the bottle as intended?”

“What, me drink all that sugary drink? No chance. Far too dangerous.”



28

The End of the Affair
Phil Cook

The Marks and Sparks advert on telly had given Nancy the idea. A delicious 
Valentine’s meal for two, already prepared so you only  had to put it in the oven 
then serve it up. And you even got a lovely bottle of sparkling rosé wine as part of 
the deal. How romantic was that!

She made up her mind. That’s what she would do. Next Friday was Valentine’s Day, 
but Jack had never done anything romantic to mark the occasion, or any other 
occasion come to that. Anyway, he never missed his Friday ‘pie and pint’ night 
down the pub with the lads. So she would get one of those special meals … and 
spend the evening with Trevor.

And so she did. That Friday, as soon as Jack called out, ‘See yer later, love,’ slamming 
the door behind him, she put the oven on, dimmed the lights and opened the 
sparkling wine. A few sips would help her to relax as she looked forward to an 
evening with the man of her dreams. Trevor would be with her when she served 
up that lovely meal. Then they could spend a couple of precious hours wonderfully 
alone together.

Sure enough, Trevor appeared at just the right time. Nancy thought her heart 
would burst as she gazed at him and heard his gentle greeting. It seemed so long 
since they had been like this, but surely he must know how much he meant to her.  
He only had to look at her face.

The trouble was, he was so hung up on that posh cow, Celia, and that was all he 
could talk about. What on earth did he see in her? She had thought about it for 
ages but still couldn’t work it out.

Now she, Nancy, had got it all. If only Trevor had been there when she looked at 
herself in the bedroom mirror after her bath and before she got dressed for the 
evening. She could tell him … and show him! …  all he needed to know about life 
and love. Just give her the chance!
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But no, there he was again mooning over that woman. Then, when he turned those 
sad, serious eyes on her, as though peering into her mind, Nancy’s legs went to 
jelly and her heart pounded.

He talked about going far, far away. Didn’t he know what that did to her? How did 
he expect her to live without him, just because he had to get away from that other 
awful, selfish woman before she totally blighted his life? 

Nancy poured some more wine to numb her sorrows. She had to make the most of 
the short time left: Jack would be home soon. He could never find his key after a 
skinful down the pub and soon he would be ringing the doorbell insanely, as usual. 
But she had slipped the latch on the door, just in case. That would give her time to 
clear away the evidence of her romantic evening.

‘Goodnight, darling Trevor,’ she murmured, a tear trickling down her cheek as she 
drained her glass.

Then she heard Jack’s unsteady footsteps clomping along the pavement outside. 
She knew Trevor would always be out of her reach, but how could she possibly go 
on living with a slob like Jack?

Still in tears, she switched off the DVD player as the credits rolled for Brief Encounter. 
She heard the doorbell ring and realised that it was all over.
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Caring in the Cold
Tom Oulton

It is two o’clock in the morning and I am sitting on the edge of the bed. There is a mug 
of hot tea on the wheeled table in front of me.

Every few seconds, I hear a grating sound from the bottom left-hand corner of the 
window-blind, which is swaying a little, in and out. I can just feel the current of air 
from the window, which is slightly open. This small draught is all that persists of Storm 
Eowyn when it infiltrates my room. I must listen carefully to pick up the hollow sound 
of the wind in the night, partly because this virus is affecting my hearing.

The decision to open the window has been mine alone because, although I am in the 
South Manchester Teaching Hospital in Wythenshawe, the avoidance of cross-infection 
is a top priority for the specialist unit that manages my genetic lung condition, and 
each patient has his or her own room. I have been found by RS Virus, and the hospital 
is restoring me to nothing worse than my usual level of fragility.

How much commendation has been bestowed on NHS staff by those in receipt of their 
care through the tribulations of recent years? And really, I can do no other but add to 
it: the care that I have experienced in this place over the past decade has been beyond 
praise even as resources have been stretched. The staff of this Unit alternate 12-hour 
shifts between 8 and 8, and, even towards the end of a night shift, maintain their 
compassionate treatment of patients whatever they might be feeling inside themselves. 
They also have to be mentally alert enough to be administering IV medications at 5am.

It never ceases to astonish me, the grace under pressure of these nurses, some of 
whom look from where I’m standing – or, more likely, sitting or lying – to be scarcely 
out of school. It has been said that young people are snowflakes. Well, to misquote PG 
Wodehouse: you can be a snowflake or you can be a nurse, one or the other, not both. 
That applies to the male nurses as well as the women, who are still the majority. Some 
are parents and have to balance work and family responsibilities, travelling between 
locations whatever darkness and foul weather may lie in wait.

It’s not all doctors and nurses. Their work is complemented by a range of supporting 
staff, including specialist nurses, carers, cleaners, kitchen staff. They all have to rely on 
each other. My tea has been brought by an orderly, on call through the night to help 
fellow human beings who are struggling to help themselves,

My mind is not yet as knackered as my lungs, and it is able to travel with Eowyn south 
of east along the A6 1,000 feet up in the Peak, where my wife has, I hope, battened 
down the hatches. I am not greatly anxious since, even in my sheltered location, it is 
apparent that the 90mph winds forecast earlier in the week have not arrived.
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We know, however, that, were you to have an aerial view of our hills in the darkness of 
early morning or in the evening, you would see points of light moving in all directions. 
These are the headlights from the cars of carers journeying, singly or in pairs, to the 
appointments that build up at the start and end of the day.

We have had all sorts of weather this winter: heavy rain, sleet, snow, high winds, 
freezing temperatures, ice, fog, through all of which the carers must pick their way, 
often in darkness. The road from the uplands down to Stoney Middleton passes 
through a long, wooded gully: a high wind, and timber could be anywhere on the road; 
a wet spell, and parts of the road are a sheet of water from an overflowing stream. You 
don’t want that to freeze. The same road, where it leaves the A6 further west, rises 
through a series of bends. I have seen vehicles inching up this sinuous incline with 
wheels spinning, the drivers caught out by rain suddenly turned to snow by the higher 
elevation, only to be faced with a sharp, sloping bend to the right at Sparrowpit.

These hazards are two of many, and they are on a main road. Our B-road bungalow 
is accessible enough, but some clients live on farms or at other remote locations. The 
carers must get to them, in their small cars, up, down and round minor roads, up farm 
tracks. Sometimes they must disembark and walk to the door whatever the weather 
is throwing at them, whatever the conditions underfoot. Sometimes farmers will get 
them to their destination by tractor.

It is not unusual for their reward for this dedication to be horrible abuse, not always 
from a dementia-struck client, but instead from a spouse. Why? Surely it is obvious that 
these visitors are worthy of honour and respect for what they do? All I can suggest is 
that, whilst mental decline and physical dependence do not encourage a sweet temper 
in patients, they are also a considerable strain on a person living with them.

The people travelling about the countryside in their little cars are mostly the women 
of local working families, aged from 18 to pretty much retirement age. That can mean 
extra work for the organisers: many of the carers have children, and bad weather can 
see the schools sending children home at the same time as the office is trying to re-
arrange the client visits of their mothers. None of it is easy.

Whether in the hospital or out in the field, professional caring requires huge resilience. 
It is mentally, emotionally and physically demanding: sheer physical strength is very 
useful, a weak back can find you out. The work is performed by…I’m struggling to find 
an alternative expression to “ordinary people”. The phrase itself feels patronising, and 
what is done seems not exactly ordinary. But done it is, and by people whose names 
you will almost certainly never see in the media or in the history books.
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When  Napoleon III  came to power 
in 1852, he decided to continue the 
transformation of Paris, which his 
uncle  Napoleon I  had started with 
broad avenues radiating out from 
the Arc de Triomphe in the centre. 
His nephew employed a French 
Civil Official and City Planner called 
Baron Georges-Eugene Haussmann 
(1809-91) to redesign Paris. He was 
largely responsible for the city’s 
present appearance.

To create traffic circulation in a 
crowded city, Haussmann directed 
the connection of the radiating 
avenues with new boulevards, 
creating wide streets and cutting out 
new ones. He lined the roads with six-
story houses that followed a uniform 
plan, all bordered with trees, parks, 
and broad vistas.

Open spaces and vistas were contrived, including  Place de l’Opéra, the  Étoile, and 
the Place de la Nation, which became focusing points for radiating avenues. The Bois 
de Boulogne was laid out, as well as a number of smaller parks.

The overall effect was to ring the city. Railway stations were placed in a circle outside the 
city and provided with broad approaches. His name is used today—Haussmannise is 
the term used to improve streets, etc., by widening and straightening.

A Parisian whose influence 
lives on Ethel Corduff
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As well as enhancing monumental structures, such as Notre-Dame, the Panthéon, 
Madeleine, and the Louvre with open spaces and vistas, he was also responsible 
for entirely new structures. The most famous of these was the Paris Opéra House, 
which took fifteen years to build and employed one hundred and six architects. 
The romantic architecture he created helped to make Paris the great city it is today.

References
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An Anthem for Writing 
Groups Tony Oswick

(to the tune of ‘Men of Harlech’)

To the fore creative writing
Drafting fables, most exciting
Give critiques with no in-fighting
Scribblers raise your pens!

Every week to do your duty
Bringing forth your fiction booty
Stories bold and often fruity
Scribblers raise your pens!

One part inspiration (pom pom pom pom)
Nine parts perspiration (pom pom pom pom)
Wipe your brow and show them how
Dispelling any sign of desperation (pom pom)

Sonnet, ode or little ditty 
Poems sometimes very nitty-gritty
Intermittently half-witty
Scribblers raise your pens!

Analysing every story
Romance, thriller, allegory
In the hope of published glory
Scribblers raise your pens! 

Erudite evaluation
Reject rude insinuation
Recognise bad punctuation
Scribblers raise your pens!

Never in a fluster (pom pom pom pom) 
Give your tale some lustre (pom pom pom pom)
Take chick lit, and re-form it
To make yourself a genuine bonk-buster (pom pom)

Stretching every writing sinew
Persevere, persist and just continue
Every week we sing that we do
Scribblers raise your pens!
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Copilot Poems 
Ken Franklin

There’s a great deal of debate at present about the expected dominance of AI. 
Personally, I’ve fought shy of engagement with this new technology – until very 
recently. The change came about when I’d finished rereading Auden’s poem, Musée 
des Beaux Arts. I wondered whether AI would be able to write an ekphrastic poem 
but choosing a pre-Raphaelite painting instead of those by Brueghel. Having recently 
installed Word 365, Microsoft invited me to take advantage of their new AI offering, 
Copilot. I accepted. I set out my request: ‘write a sonnet in the style of Auden’s 
poem, based D G Rossetti’s painting Dante’s Vision of Rachel and Leah’. In a few 
seconds, or less time than it takes to open my iPad, Copilot responded with the 
following offering:

In Rosetti‘s frame, where Dante‘s gaze does fall, 
Upon the twin virtues, Rachel‘s eyes do gleam.
With hands a-spinning, Leah’s grace does enthral, 
Their dual natures woven in a dream.
Rachel, serene with vision pure and bright,
The soul’s sweet longing, ethereal and fair, 
Leah, earthbound, toiling in the light,
Her hands do weave the strands of love and care. 

In their divided tasks, a truth profound,
The sacred, silent balance of the heart. 
One seeks the stars, the other tills the ground,
Together whole, yet ever kept apart.
So do we ponder, in this painted scene,
The earthly toil, the spiritual unseen.

Opinions will vary about the virtues or otherwise of this piece, but I found it 
remarkable that the technology was able to deliver the poem so quickly and that it 
makes sense. There are some lines with more syllables than traditionally allowed but 
the rhyme scheme holds up. Further interactions on other issues have revealed that 
while it delivers its responses incredibly fast it is not without some deficiencies; asked 
to comment on a poem that was written many years after Edward Lear’s death it 
attributed the work to him. Its critique of a poem about an abandoned cricket match 
was treated as if it were a treatise about strategic warfare without any recognition 
that the slap of a leather ball on willow lay at its heart. I have the impression that 
Copilot produces more detailed responses the more comprehensive the questions 
and instructions it’s given. Perhaps that’s true of all AI packages? If readers have 
answers to this question or other comments about AI the author and, no doubt, the 
editor would be pleased to have them.
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Mrs Tiggy Winkle and the 
Orphans Phil Cook

When Mrs Tiggy Winkle was returning home after delivering her latest basketful 
of sparkling white laundry, she saw the little hedgehog twins shivering in the rain 
under a hedge. Their sweet little eyes gazing up at her melted her heart. They must 
have got lost, and their mother would be searching for them frantically—unless 
one of those nasty, noisy cars had squashed her on the road.

“Come home with me and get dry,” she told the twins, who were called Trixie and 
Tommy. “I’ve got some lovely slug and earwig stew to warm you up. I’m sure we’ll 
soon find your Mummy.”

But the mother never did appear, in spite of all Mrs Tiggy Winkle’s enquiries. The 
twins quickly made themselves at home, and she began to think of them as her 
own grandchildren. She started taking them around to show them off to all her 
friends and laundry customers. She even let them deliver small items, such as the 
handkerchiefs and aprons for her friend Lucie in Little-town.

“Aren’t they cute? And so well behaved! Aren’t you lucky to have them?” said everyone.

Then things started to go wrong.

Mrs Tiggy Winkle’s friends started to find it “inconvenient” for her to visit that 
afternoon. Indisposed, doctor’s visit, relatives arriving unexpectedly—all that sort 
of thing. She couldn’t understand what was happening until her neighbour, Jemima 
Puddleduck, told her some of the rumours going around.

Mrs Rabbit said the twins had broken her best picture frame—the one with the 
prized picture of her son, Peter. She had found the damage immediately after Mrs 
Tiggy Winkle’s visit, so no one else could have done it.

“Fancy keeping a picture of that dreadful boy,” Mrs Tiggy Winkle muttered, but she 
knew that was no excuse if the twins were to blame.

Then Henny-Hen reported being mugged outside Morrison’s by two characters 
who made off with a tin of chopped tomatoes from her basket, rolling it through 
the nearby hedge. She was in such a flap that she couldn’t be sure, but she thought 
a pair of young hedgehogs were the culprits.

Mrs Tiggy Winkle’s heart sank when she remembered the twins bringing home a 
tin like that, which they said they had found in a field.

Her uneasiness increased when she counted the money in the special beaded purse 
where she kept her laundry earnings. There was less than she expected. Surely the twins 
wouldn’t do such a thing, even if they found the purse in its hiding place in the larder?
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The final straw came when there was a frightening hammering at her door. She 
opened it fearfully to find Mr Tod angrily waving an empty silver cigarette box in 
her face.

“Those varmints have pinched my best cigarettes,” he yelled at her. “Sort ‘em out 
sharpish, or else…”

“Straightaway, sir,” she quivered, as he stalked off. You couldn’t always trust foxes, 
but she suspected Mr Tod was telling the truth.

Sure enough, she saw smoke rising at the bottom of her garden and hurried down 
there. The twins were sitting among the cabbages, innocently playing Ludo, not 
a cigarette in sight. She must have imagined the smoke. Little did she know that 
the twins had seen her coming in plenty of time on that shiny brass plate they had 
unscrewed from Dr Foster’s front door while he was away in Gloucester.

“You know smoking is bad for you, don’t you, dears?” said Mrs Tiggy Winkle, 
confused. “You won’t grow strong, sharp spines when you grow up if you smoke.”

Not such a bad thing, she thought privately, remembering some uncomfortable 
moments with Mr Tiggy Winkle in their early days when the frisky spring fever was 
upon him. But happy days! A pity he ended up being baked in a pie by travellers.

“Of course, we’ll never, ever smoke,” promised the twins, their back legs firmly crossed.

So what is the moral of this story, dear children? Never steal. And never, ever 
smoke. But if you do, make very sure you don’t get caught!
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Annual General Meeting 2025
The Annual General Meeting of the SCPSW will take place on 
Saturday 10 May at 1.30pm – 4pm at the Civil Service Club, 13-15 
Great Scotland Yard, London, SW1A 2HJ. Members are warmly 
welcomed to enjoy a light buffet and refreshments before the 
AGM at 1pm. Members will have an opportunity to read out 
short pieces of their work during the latter part of the afternoon. 
The AGM will close at 4pm. 

The timetable will be as follows: 

1.00pm – Trafalgar Room with refreshments, tea, coffee, fruit juice

1.30pm – Annual General Meeting

3.00pm – Tea

3.30pm – Members invited to read a poem, short story or short 
article (no longer than 300 words). 

AGM meeting papers will be sent out by email and post. The 
Meetings Secretary, Bernie Bickerton, hopes to make the 
meeting available online via Zoom. 

Please email Bernie Bickerton at scpswmeetings@gmail.com 
indicating your wish to attend, in person or on Zoom, and 
whether you will attend the light buffet. Please indicate food 
allergies or dietary requirements. Please also indicate if you 
intend to read out your written work. Alternatively, please call 
Ethel Corduff on tel 0208 656 3891 if you’d prefer to have a 
telephone conversation about this.

Bernie Bickerton, Meetings Secretary 

News, announcements, 
notices

mailto:scpswmeetings%40gmail.com?subject=
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Events on Zoom: Authors?
You may be aware the Society delivers poetry evenings on Zoom on 
a monthly basis. It was suggested at the 2024 AGM there should be 
Zoom events on specific authors. If this is something that interests you 
please contact me at scpswmeetings@gmail.com with suggestions on 
the authors you would like to learn about. Alternatively if you would 
be happy to deliver a Zoom session on a particular author please do 
get in contact. Many thanks.

Bernie Bickerton, Meetings Secretary

Timings of AGM meetings from 2026
Traditionally we arrange the AGM for a Saturday afternoon in May in 
the Civil Service Club, this year it will be held on 10 May at 1.30pm to 
4.30pm following a buffet at 1pm. I encourage members to attend the 
buffet and AGM.

Unfortunately, only two members participated in the AGM last year 
and it was suggested that a time other than Saturday afternoon might 
attract more members. For example, one evening during the week, 
delivered on Zoom.

I welcome views from members on the preferred timing of future 
AGMs. For example, if you are a member who would like, in principle, 
to attend the AGM but find the timing inconvenient please contact 
me to let me know when you’d like the AGM to take place and in what 
format, ie face to face, on Zoom or a combination of both.
I look forward to hearing from members.

Bernie Bickerton, Meetings Secretary

SCPSW poetry on Zoom: Tuesday 25 March at 
7.30pm to 9pm
The next SCPSW poetry event on Zoom is on Tuesday 25 March at 
7.30pm to 9pm. All members are invited and all types of poetic forms 
are encouraged.

The event will focus  on two themes. The first is what comes into your 
mind when you think of the colours of the rainbow.

mailto:scpswmeetings%40gmail.com?subject=


The second is poems on olfactory or scent experiences, for example, 
the lily’s perfume.

Please contact me if you wish to take part and I will send you the 
Zoom link and log in details.

NEWLOOK WEBSITE
The SCPSW website www.scpsw.org has been completely redone. 
Members are requested to browse the website and advise the 
webmaster (Gopi) if they have any suggestions for improvement or if 
they notice any errors or omissions.

AUTHOR DEADLINES AND SCHEDULE
ISSUE	 Submission 	 Publication

Spring 	 1 March	 15 March

Summer	 1 June		  15 June

Autumn	 1 September	 15 September

Winter	 1 December	 15 December

GUIDELINES: POEMS FOR AUTHOR
Poems submitted for publication in Author must follow these 
guidelines:

Minimum: 12 lines or 75 words

Ideal range: 15–25 lines (100 - 300 words)

Very short forms (haiku, couplets, etc.) must be submitted as a 
collection reaching the minimum indicated above

Maximum: 1600 words.

BETA READERS
I have recently finished my edit of my third novel ‘Chem and George’ 
and seeking out somebody to do a proper edit and a couple of beta 
readers. If anybody is able and interested please get in contact by 
e-mail - davidtate055@gmail.com
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Competitions
Competitions 2025: January

The Society’s competitive spirit seems to have subsided to a low level at the start 
of the New Year. The invitation to write a 1500-word story incorporating three 
key words resulted in only two members submitting an entry. After extending the 
deadline it became clear further entries were not forthcoming. Consequently, 
this particular competition will run again later in the year with the two existing 
submissions automatically entered. The Herbert Spencer Poetry competition is close 
at hand and entries are invited by 15 March, following which all Society members 
will be invited to offer their critiques and comments by the end of that month. It 
would be a great shame if the competitions slot were to close because of lack of 
support. It has numerous virtues including the opportunity for members to have 
winning entries published in Author and, of course, writers who don’t win may wish 
to submit their work to the editor to consider publication.

Adjudication: First and second with three points for first and two points for the runner-
up. Commendations will be welcomed. Send entries to ken.franklin@zen.co.uk not later 
than the 15th of each month. Ensure the title of the piece appears in the covering email 
but do not include the author’s name on the piece. This is to enable submissions to be 
sent-on without being opened.

Format
Please submit entries in Word, Times New Roman, 12 pt. No pdfs.

Prizes
For each competition there will be a £40 prize for the winner and £25 for the runner up.

January A 1500-word story that features, in order the three words: fence, masked 
and hands (to be run again this year). 

March   Herbert Spencer Poetry Competition – maximum 50 lines on any topic. Two 
entries permitted.

May Lewis Wright Short Story – max 2000 words - based on the photograph of Crown 
Passage London SW1 (see https://www.ianvisits.co.uk/articles/londons-alleys-crown-
passage-sw1-23884/

July Flash Fiction  Max 250 words on any topic. Two entries permitted.

September Vee Bradley Humorous Poetry Competition, max 36 lines, three entries 
allowed.

November  Pastiche of a Raymond Chandler story of Philip Marlowe investigating the 
case of a missing poodle in Henley-on-Thames.  Max 1500 words             

Ken Franklin, Competitions Secretary
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SCPSW Membership 
Renewal Form

Society of Civil & Public Service Writers 
2025 Membership Renewal Form 

£20.00 payment for renewal of membership is due from 1 January 2025. 

If you wish to join or renew membership of the Poetry Workshop please add a further 
£7.00, i.e. total payment of £27.00. 

Please tick the appropriate box: 

I wish to renew my Membership of the Society of  
Civil & Public Service Writers only for the sum of £20.00         

NAME: 
…………………………………………………………………………………….. 

ADDRESS: 
………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………… POSTCODE: ……………………………… 

If possible, please pay by bank transfer, as this saves bank charges. Our bank 
details are: A/C No is 91425447, Sort Code 40-15-05, account name Society of 
Civil & Public Service Writers 

Please make Cheques /Postal Orders for the amount ticked above payable to: 
The Society of Civil & Public Service Writers 

When completed, please return this form with or without your cheque/PO to: 

Jonathan Atkinson, 
Flat1, 10 Royal Crescent, Whitby, N.Yorks YO21 3EJ 

Please note that questions relating to the Poetry Workshop membership should be 
referred to: Ethel Corduff, 10 Malcolm Road London SE25 5HG  

THIS FORM IS ONLY NEEDED IF DETAILS HAVE CHANGED
42



Poetry Workshop News

Chair: Mike Boland  (Address below)

Treasurer: Ethel Corduff –10 Malcolm Road London SE25 5HG

ecorduff@hotmail.com

Zoom Events Coordinator: Bernie Bickerton – bbickerton209@gmail.com

Editor ‘wavelengths’: Mike Boland, 11 Boxtree Lane, Harrow, Middx, HA3 6JU – 
gothic.garden1@btinternet.com

Greetings from the Poetry Workshop.

The Poetry Workshop is gearing up for its annual round of activities. The main event 
of the year will be the publication of our annual anthology of members’ work, Waves. 
This year will see the 55th successive edition, an achievement of which all past and 
present members can be proud. Full details of the 2025 anthology and how to submit 
poems for consideration will be given in the summer issue of wavelengths. 

Copies of last year’s anthology, Waves 2024 can be obtained from the editor, Mike 
Boland, at 11 Boxtree Lane, Harrow Weald Middx HA3 6JU. Please make all cheques 
payable to: M J Boland.

Talking of  wavelengths gives me the opportunity of reminding PW members that I 
am always happy to consider material for the magazine. Submission guidelines are 
provided in each issue of the magazine in the ‘Poetry Newsletter’ section. For non-
members who do not know about wavelengths, more information is given later on 
this page.

Subscriptions

A gentle reminder to Poetry Workshop members that subscriptions fell due on 1 
January 2025. The membership fee remains unchanged yet again for the coming year 
at £7 for members of the Society. Renewals can be made jointly with your Society 
subscription. Alternatively, you can renew separately by completing and returning as 
directed the form enclosed with the winter issue of ‘wavelengths’.
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wavelengths

This is the Poetry Workshop’s quarterly magazine which is issued free to all its 
members and consists of twenty pages of poems, articles on poetry / poets and 
all the news of the group’s activities. It appears regularly in the spring, summer, 
autumn and winter. The editor is always looking for new material. Contributions to 
wavelengths are invited from members of the Poetry Workshop.  Articles of about 
500-1500 words on all aspects of poetry or poets will be particularly welcome. 
Please send no more than four poems at a time - multiple submissions cannot be 
considered - on any subject or form – maximum 30 lines including stanza breaks - 
or one longer poem.

Please do not send the same poems to both ‘wavelengths’ and ‘The Author’.

Selection of poem(s) for each issue will be made entirely subjectively by the editor. 
SAE please if you wish your poems to be returned. Submissions to the Editor: 
Mike Boland at 11 Boxtree Lane, Harrow Weald, Middlesex, HA3 6JU. Electronic 
submissions are welcomed and can be sent to: 

gothic.garden1@btinternet.com

For those submitting by post and who require a reply and/or the return of their 
manuscripts, please include a SAE. 

All contributions for the next issue should be sent to me by 31 January 2025.

The Poetry Workshop

Membership of the Poetry Workshop provides:

•	 four issues of our 20 page magazine wavelengths each year

•	 the chance of publication in Waves, the PW’s annual anthology      

•	 access to the popular circulating Postal Folio scheme

•	 access to the e-folio scheme

If you are interested in joining us, contact our Treasurer and Membership Secretary, 
Ethel Corduff, at the address above. The cost of membership is £7. Cheques should 
be made out to: SCPSW Poetry Workshop Account.
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Little Ivory Vivienne Orr

Perhaps we all have books which, being under or over-sized, do not fit nicely on the 
shelf and are stowed in a dark corner unseen and perhaps forgotten until a general 
clear-out. Then, enlightenment and the chance for a thorough read for the first time.  
Such a little treasure with its glossy ivory-coloured cover and thin, strong pages lies 
at the back of a deep shelf in the company of a Welsh language hymnal, a white 
Confirmation Book of Common Prayer with gold-edged pages shamefully pristine 
and Grandpa’s school history book presented to him aged 12 in 1886 illustrated with 
solemn line drawings. This Simple History of England encapsulated in 150 pages with 
footnotes for slower learners still serve as a quick reference book from time to time. 
Certainly, Grandpa would have been nodding in approval.  

Back to Little Ivory. Such a pretty thing fitting snugly into the palm of my hand. 
Delicate ornate lettering and the Salisbury shield embossed on the cover with a 
flyleaf inscription “To Doris, with best Xmas wishes from Bernard.” How she must 
have smiled with pleasure to receive it.  

There are clues to Bernard in the family photograph album where he is snapped, 
leaning elegantly against the chassis of a fine roadster. A dashing young man, 
handsome in his cricket blazer. Would he have taken his best girl for a spin from 
Staffordshire to Salisbury and strolled around the city arm in arm? Not out of the 
question. Then the following Christmas present her with the little book, purchased 
discreetly for the purpose at the Cathedral shop. All supposition, of course.  

The Ballads are long, quaint, and flowery. Stories of hopeful young lovers, swooning 
damsels, melodramas of lingering, tragic demise with a broken heart or a thrusting 
sword. Moments of dry humour and beautiful imagery. Of another century, but a 
poignant gift she would have been touched to receive.  This was the early 1930s, 
a time of small chances, weekend walks in the Peak District and Derbyshire Dales. 
Yellowed photos show a relaxed and happy girl smiling at her beau as he captured the 
moment. Two young attractive people, ‘sweet on each other’ with a future, or not.  

In the event, it came to nothing. He was not the one to become the father of the 
child, though she kept his lovely gift. It would be Eddie who would woo her, walk 
with her and laugh with her and become the father of the child. Eddie with his fine 
voice insisting that the child would grow up to learn and love music as he did. His soft 
leather hymn book was never given to her, and unlike Bernard’s Ballads, she could 
not follow the unfathomable words, but it contained his voice and was treasured 
after his passing.  

Why keep these things, awkward as they are to fit neatly? Perhaps their stories, real 
or imagined, are still part of us and cannot be relinquished. 
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Small And Perfectly Formed 
Vivienne Orr 

Some years ago, a national newspaper ran a MiniSaga competition. To encapsulate 
a saga in 50 words with a beginning, a middle, and an end is no mean feat. The title 
could be used to advantage to progress the story, but there may have been a limit on 
the number of words here as well. It is a hard ask and a devil of a job.  

Many people took up the challenge, and several high-standard submissions were 
published, featuring dramatic lives filled with turmoil, fear, fantasy, and derring-do, 
with crisp, witty, wise, and moral endings. The overall winner, if memory serves, 
brilliantly fulfilled the criteria, devising a history-based tale and threading a tightly-
woven tapestry with a narrative like shooting stars, darting and dispersing. It was a 
work of art.  

In sharp contrast, the following piece is not a MiniSaga, lacking sufficient people, 
events, and time span. It would have flown rapidly into the reject box. However, 
there is a moral, and it may raise a smile.  

Losing Ticket 

She took a flight to Paris, met a joyous Gallic charmer, 

Lost her papers.  

Seeing there a chance of happiness, another girl of less allure  

Picked them up and flew away.  

With dreams intact, she crossed the bridge of expectation to find  

An escort and a waiting car  

For questioning. 
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Last Christmas, I was invited to a Pharmacists and Chemists’ party by a friend of mine 
who is a sales rep in the industry. Now, I’m not a chemist or anything, but what a 
great night it was. There were some wicked folk there, I can tell you. Let me give you 
a taste of who was there.

I went with my mates Cal Poll – Cal’s great all-round, especially with kids. He gives 
a lot of relief from pain. He’s had teething problems and gets a lot of earache from 
others, but he’s great – he does the business. Kids love him. And Benny Lin – another 
great bloke, he’s so soothing with a great disposition. Benny also brought his mate 
Arnie Carr. Benny said Arnie’s handy to have around in case the night gets a bit 
heated, kicks off, and turns bruisy. Arnie Carr’s always good to soothe things over, 
he said. Anyway, as it turns out, Arnie wanted to bring Hazel – “Which Hazel?” asked 
Benny. “That’s right,” said Arnie.

Some of the other folk who were there were:

An ageing DJ called Rennie – some thought he was full of hot air, a bit of a fart box, 
but he soon calmed them all down. And he’s so fast and effective at spinning the 
vinyl! A woman called Liz Terrine. Now, I grant you she was funny but very coarse – 
she really needs to wash her mouth out sometimes. Her friends Perry Dontitis and 
Ginger Vitis, though, were horrible. They were really unpleasant.

A couple of very attractive young girls. Ellie Miss – apparently, she’s a wannabe 
dermatologist, very touchy-feely and into skincare. But she’s also a bit thin-skinned; 
talking to her feels like she needs a boost, to raise her game and get rejuvenated. Her 
close friend May Belline – she wears a lot of make-up. She’s all about eyes, lips, and 
nails – lined, defined, and seductive. She’s gaudy and ostentatious – nice if you like 
that kind of thing, but once drunk, she was just a big smudge.

One lady there was Annie Dinn. Anyway, a few of us were having a drink, and Cal 
warned me about her. She just goes on and on, always giving people a headache. 
Oh dear, she was far too much. Another girl there was lovely – Sue Dafed, a pleasant 
Welsh girl. She eased the pressure and heavy-headedness, bringing the temperature 
down a bit after listening to Annie Dinn.

And finally, there was a lovely Irish lady, Di O’Ralyte – and she absolutely wasn’t going 
to take any shit from anyone, I can tell you!

The Pharmaceutical  
Sales Party
Andy Millican



48

Crime Corner Geoff Parkes 

What should we do with prisoners?

Let’s start by scotching one much-repeated fallacious argument:

Prisons don’t work. They are the universities of crime. So we should use community 
service instead.

This is a non sequitur of the first order: right premises, wrong conclusion. If prisons 
don’t work and act as universities of crime, the answer is not to dispense with them 
but to change what happens inside them. (Community service operates alongside 
prison anyway.)

We all know about prison overcrowding. In March 2024, there were 88,521 inmates 
in 88,864 available spaces. That means 99.6% occupancy; hence the early release 
of hundreds of inmates – a measure which, though almost universally condemned, 
was a necessary evil. Nearly 30 years ago, similar overcrowding led to the towing of 
the prison ship Bibby Resolution from New York to Portland Harbour to become HMP 
Weare from 1997 till 2006. Even that was not a new idea. Floating prisons known as 
hulks, infamous in Victorian times (remember Magwitch in Great Expectations?), had 
been in use since the eighteenth century.

Working out how to reduce the prison population is a perennial problem for 
governments, not least for financial reasons. In the UK, the average annual cost 
for incarcerating a prisoner is around £52,000, and for keeping a male in a young 
offenders’ institution it’s more like £200,000. Tackling the problem of recidivism – the 
tendency of a convicted criminal to reoffend – is therefore essential.

It’s notoriously difficult to compare recidivism rates in different countries. Some 
count reconviction, others reimprisonment. Some consider two-year periods, 
others three- or five-year terms. We can nevertheless gain a broad idea if we look at 
reconvictions within two years. Here are a few examples:

Australia
53%

Austria
26%

Denmark
29%

Finland
19%

France
40%

Iceland
21%

Netherlands
47%

New Zealand
57%

Norway
20%

Sweden
16%

UK
25%

USA
36%
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Let’s look at three Scandinavian neighbours. Norway’s prison system is often held up 
as the gold standard: their recidivism rate has stayed at around 20% for twenty years. 
By contrast, Finland’s rate has dropped from 36% in 2005 to 19% now; and over the 
same period, Sweden’s rate has gone from 43% to 16% – the lowest in Europe. Why? 
Presumably because Finland and Sweden have not only emulated Norway’s emphasis 
on rehabilitation but in some ways have gone beyond it.

There is no doubt that rehabilitation, as opposed to retribution, has been the 
buzzword in prison reform for the last 20 years. In Sweden, prison staff act not only 
as guards but as social workers, preparing prisoners to re-enter society. In open 
prisons, accommodation resembles that of a student hall of residence in the UK, 
with no barred windows. There are no uniforms. Staff and prisoners dine together. 
Prisoners are treated with respect and as people with important psychological needs; 
great attention is paid to their mental health. Also, the system aims to prepare 
prisoners for employment once they are released. At present, around 50% find full-
time employment. Compare this with 25% in the UK. The system is working. So if we 
all follow the Swedish model, everything will be hunky-dory, right? Well, not quite.

Preparing a prisoner for re-entry into society is complex, multi-pronged, and 
expensive. Many factors have to be addressed if a prisoner’s release is not to prove 
short-lived: lack of skills and education, homelessness, mental health, drug addiction. 
Comparisons with Scandinavia can be taken too far: the stresses encountered by 
inhabitants of our overcrowded islands are not on the same scale as those of our 
northern neighbours. Also, rehabilitation is not the only consideration. 

Reasons for keeping people in prison include: protecting the public, punishing 
offenders, achieving justice for victims, and providing a warning for other potential 
offenders. Feeling runs high that many categories of prisoner, especially (but not 
only) sex offenders and violent criminals, deserve hefty punishments. Public opinion 
is in general strongly against “soft” treatment and early-release schemes. Justice 
must not only be done but be seen to be done, and lawmakers ignore public opinion 
at their peril.

The pendulum has swung undeniably towards helping offenders change their ways, 
but it has swung too far away from considering the immense trauma suffered by 
victims. Offenders receive the lion’s share of attention whilst victims and their 
relatives are largely forgotten, and compensation schemes are often derisory.

In conclusion: the challenge is how to reduce recidivism without alienating public 
opinion. Sadly, we are nowhere near achieving that goal yet.
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Artificial Intelligence for 
writers Gopi Chandroth

Part 1

Back in 1997, I was a PhD student/Research Assistant at the University of Sheffield’s 
Department of Computer Science (DCS). The department was a reputed centre for 
research in robotics, speech recognition, and natural language processing (NLP). 
Making computers understand spoken language seemed almost impossible—like 
“putting toothpaste back in its tube,” experts said. The likes of ChatGPT, Deepseek 
and others were distant dreams. My own work involved the use of Artificial Neural 
Networks in Fault Diagnosis. 

One Saturday, I took my family to a science fair in Doncaster. A robot named Mary, 
complete with a swivelling head, blinking eyes, and flashing lights-  an R2-D2 lookalike 
- was a popular exhibit. Her info sheet claimed she could converse like a human. I 
decided to test her to see if she could pass the Turing Test (a test devised by Alan Turing 
to see if a machine’s speech could be indistinguishable from a human being’s.)

The conversation began pleasantly:

“Hello, good morning.”

“Good morning, sir. I am Mary. What’s your name?”

“I’m Gopi.”

“Are you enjoying the day?”

“Oh yes. Very much. Particularly impressed by your speech recognition and NLP 
abilities.”

“N.L…? Hmm, thank you very much, Gopi.”

We discussed politics, global issues, and even the weather. I was amazed—Mary 
seemed almost sentient, effortlessly understanding and responding like a human. How 
had her creators cracked NLP while my colleagues at DCS struggled with the basics?

Now, I am not a vulgar man, I rarely use four-letter words. However, on that occasion, 
academic curiosity got the better of me. My family and others behind me in the 
queue had wandered off, bored by my protracted engagement with Mary. Out of the 
blue, I said, 

“Fuck off.”

I waited to see how Mary, the sentient machine (in my estimate), would react.

A young woman burst out from behind the curtain, clutching a microphone 
connected to Mary. Her face was flushed red. 
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“You… you told me to…!” she stammered, half-sobbing, half-screeching.

My amazement turned to deep disappointment and disdain. To this day, I refuse to 
say “please” or “thank you” to Alexa and her kin.

P.S. I am finding ChatGPT, Deepseek, Perplexity and others so incredibly useful that I 
have actually started saying things like thank you, you are wonderful and so on. Am I 
part of a reverse Turing test?

Part 2
I have been dabbling with AI for nearly three decades and am excited at the strides 
the field has made within the last fifteen years. But before I set about pontificating on 
topics not relevant to us as writers, let me set the agenda for this piece: To explore 
how AI writers could use AI to best effect.

AI tools are computer systems trained on real-world data. Instead of relying on 
programmes with explicit rules, these systems analyse vast amounts of data to 
identify patterns and infer statistical relationships. Through this process, they learn 
to recognise structures, make predictions, and generate new content based on 
their training.

For example, Large Language Models (LLMs) like ChatGPT are trained on enormous 
datasets of text, enabling them to understand and generate human-like language. 
While they can simulate knowledge and reasoning, they don’t truly “understand” 
the world—at least, they don’t understand it as we do. They predict what comes 
next based on patterns in the data they’ve seen, which is, in a way, what we human 
beings do!

Perhaps we could think of it as a hypothetical person who has absorbed a large chunk 
of the corpus of human literature and uses that knowledge to respond to queries or 
solve problems. They don’t have genuine comprehension or consciousness, currently. 
The keyword here is “currently.”

I use AI extensively but never to substitute my own thinking. It can write essays, 
poetry, plays, and everything else. It can summarise large documents, learn the 
house style for reports, and produce decent written reports. It can do almost 
anything that you want it to do.

In my own creative writing journey, I never ask it to produce a fresh piece of writing 
for me—that would be nothing less than plagiarism. Moreover, AI-generated text is 
identifiable as such by experts. In fact, there are other AI tools to do the policing. An 
irony indeed—AI to catch AI.

I must confess to something here. It is not strictly true that I never use AI tools to do 
the writing for me. When I receive an email that makes me extraordinarily angry and 
any response I offer would have possibly been a diatribe replete with vile invective, I 
use an AI tool to help me compose a diplomatic reply. 
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The realisation of the potential of AI comes in stages. In the days when web browsing 
tools were relatively new, it often didn’t always occur to us that we could get 
information using the likes of Google. It is like that with AI. The only limiting factor is 
one’s imagination.

I woke up one night at 2 AM with the realisation that I could use AI to proofread 
the copies I receive for publication in Author. I quickly discovered that within a few 
seconds, it could read, assimilate, identify errors, and provide suggestions to improve 
a piece. To my dismay and shame, it identified three distinct errors in my editorial of 
the winter issue of Author.

AI will do exactly as asked. Remember Natural Language Processing? It understands 
you even if you write cryptic sentences, misspell, and are vague. “Prompt 
Engineering” is a posh jargon these days for knowing how to frame your questions to 
AI. I would say, just talk to it like you would to a human being, and it will do the rest.

There are some pitfalls one has to watch our for. Let me narrate a curious incident.

A few weeks ago, I wrote a potential newspaper article on the Northern Lights 
(Aurora Borealis). Just before sending it off, I felt it needed a good quote. What did 
the poets write about this celestial lightshow? The conversation with CGPT follows:

Me: Please give me poems by some famous poets about the Northern Lights.

CGPT: The Aurora Borealis by H.W. Longfellow beautifully captures the majesty of the 
Northern Lights:

“I saw the lights rise o’er the hill,

They bathed the heavens in glory bright,

A shifting, shimmering, silent thrill,

A phantom dance of spectral light.”

Just the thing I needed. I promptly quoted the line A phantom dance of spectral light, 
in the first paragraph of my piece and sent it off to the newspaper. I sat back feeling 
quite contented. My passion for literary work, however, saved me. Curious about the 
poem, I went back to CGPT.

Me: Aurora Borealis by H.W. Longfellow – give me the full poem.

CGPT: Henry Wadsworth Longfellow did not write a poem specifically titled Aurora 
Borealis, but he did mention the Northern Lights in his poem The Discoverer of the 
North Cape (from Tales of a Wayside Inn).

Me: OMG! Why did you give me wrong info?

CGPT: You’re absolutely right to call that out—I should have double-checked before 
stating that Longfellow wrote a poem titled The Aurora Borealis. That was a mistake, 
and I appreciate your patience. I’ll make sure to be more careful in verifying sources 



53

before sharing information. If you’d like, I can find a verified classic poem on the 
Northern Lights. Let me know how you’d like to proceed!

Me: I would like to proceed by giving you a boot up your...

I withdrew the article immediately and deleted the fake Longfellow quote. I tried the 
same request on my phone where I have the CGPT app. It did exactly the same thing. 
Then I tried DeepSeek, and it gave me some other fake poetry.

The AI community has invented another piece of jargon for this phenomenon: it is 
called hallucination. In the simpler days of the 90s, hallucination was only associated 
with acid, magic mushrooms, and other intoxicants! If you ask me, it is plain 
euphemism for lying. The lesson is that one should never use AI as an encyclopaedia.

There are stock phrases I use in proofreading:

“Proofread the following, using British English as the reference. Do not alter the 
original text but check for grammar, punctuation, spelling, tense agreement, etc. Give 
me a numbered list, please.”

I then look through each point—more often than not, it spots all the errors. I then tell 
it, for example:

“OK. Ignore points 4, 9, and 13. Use the rest and give me the revised text.”

As I said earlier, AI has saved me several hours of work. I would be foolish to ignore it.

I use AI tools for several other purposes in my capacity as Editor of Author and 
webmaster of SCPSW.ORG. I occasionally receive handwritten pieces for publication. 
If the handwriting is legible, all I have to do is take a photograph and feed it to one of 
the tools. It provides a near-perfect transcription of the handwritten text, which I can 
then import into a word processor.

There are several AI tools freely available for you to download to your phone as apps 
or access on your computer. ChatGPT, Gemini, Perplexity, DeepSeek, and Copilot 
are the ones I use. DeepSeek, as you may already know, is an open-source Chinese 
owned programme. While the others start demanding that you subscribe once you 
start using them in anger, DeepSeek is free, and if you are so inclined, you could even 
download the system to your computer and customise as required. However, don’t 
embarrass it by asking about Taiwan or Tiananmen. It will refuse to engage with you.

In conclusion, AI tools are available for our use. Use them diligently and honestly. Do 
not be cowed down by them. As my friend, a well-respected professor in Computer 
Science, said, 

“They won’t take over the world. Just pull their plug if they try.”

While at a certain level that may be true, at several others, AI has already entered our 
lives—in the cars we drive, in our phones, or the news that we consume. Let us not 
forget it is just a tool that could either benefit us or dominate us. The choice is ours.
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Dear bicycle thief Gopi Chandroth

Hope you are enjoying my bike or parts of it that you couldn’t sell. If you’ve sold 
it in the nether market, the money must have bought you a few pleasures. But let 
me stick to the topic. I am aware you don’t like digression in your profession. You 
don’t head for the bike shed with your chain cutters and suddenly entertain an 
alternative thought: How glorious is the bloom on this Magnolia tree! No. You 
will be the epitome of concentration, the Zen of bicycle thievery.

I really wish I had your phone number because the insurance wanted a 
photograph of the stolen bike. You could’ve helped. Also, I meant to ask before 
I decided on the replacement: would you like a mountain bike or a cyclo-cross 
or a road bike? I mean, it is better you state your preference now because the 
last two bikes I provided were obviously not good enough. What about lights? 
Some mudguards?

Looks like the police have struck bicycle theft off their list of crimes. So, continue 
to steal with impunity. In fact, I am seriously considering your trade. It is risk-free 
and requires very little effort or investment. As long as I don my hoodie and don’t 
smile for the cameras, I am sorted.

My neighbour’s £3,000 bike was stolen just the other day, my boss said. It was 
supposed to make me feel better. After all, my bike was only worth a third of that. 
Sorry, I should say “our bike”. The least you can do is share the ownership with 
me on paper. Granted, you own it now. But we didn’t exactly sign the DVLA’s V5C 
form. Do you feel you have wasted your efforts on a cheap bicycle when there are 
much better ones for the picking or, dare I say, unpicking?

Do you offer any training? Have you got a website on the dark web or a YouTube 
channel? If you don’t, start one now or publish an instruction manual. “How to 
Steal a Bike from Idiots, for Idiots.” Seriously, shall we start a partnership? I could 
be your frontman. Your agent, so to speak. You give me a percentage for every 
bike you steal, and I give some of that to the insurance company to pay for the 
excess. Now, that would really work.

Anyway, enjoy the bike if you still have it. Do not worry if you’re getting tired of it 
and are ready for a change. A brand spanking new one is on its way. Yes, the locks 
will be stronger this time. But hey, like they say, locks are for gentlemen.
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The Society of Civil & 
Public Service Writers 

Formerly The Society of Civil Service Writers, the Society was founded in 1935 
to encourage authorship by present and past members of the Civil Service and 
other public bodies, and to provide opportunities for social and cultural activities 
related to literature.

Our quarterly magazine, The SCPSW Author welcomes contributions from 
members. Short stories, articles, reviews, poetry, illustrations, letters to the 
editor, and photographs may be included. Please email contributions to the 
editor. If you don’t use emails, you could send a typed entry by post. 

Contributions to Author should be limited to between 300 and 1600 words. 
Longer pieces will also be considered as exceptions. The author of the 
contribution will be the copyright holder, and will continue to hold the copyright 
after publication. 

Copy is constantly needed. Do not hesitate to send in multiple items since they 
can be used in future issues. Please let the editor know of any areas of writing 
you would like to see in Author and please send your comments on each issue in 
the form of a letter to the editor.

The annual subscription of £20 (or £27 if you join the poetry workshop) is due 
on 1 January each year. The Society is happy to support and encourage writers’ 
meetings and activities in any part of the country. 

For further information about joining SCPSW, check the website www.scpsw.org

mailto:www.scpsw.org?subject=


Conditions
Joanna Crawford

Birth,
Training,
Rebellion,
Work, 
Family,
Tradition,
Death – 
That’s the human condition;
And yet there’s also –

Baptism,
Initiation,
Graduation,
Friendship,
Success,
Retirement,
Eternal rest –
That too is the human condition.
And yet there are also –

Baby smiles,
First steps,
Dancing days,
Expeditions,
Workmates,
Weddings, 
Souvenirs,
Gardens of remembrance –
Every part of the human condition.
And yet there’s always something more –

There are tears,
And lots of laughs,
There are quarrels,
And making-up,
There’s good food,
And happy wine,
And blessed sleep
After honest toil –
Countless parts of the human condition.
Then there is --- increasing greenhouse 
gas emission…

Printed by Cherrill Print
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