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       TOLSTOY AT HIS ESTATE, YASNAYA POLYANA, WHERE HE TAUGHT THE PEASANTS  IN THIS ISSUE 

After thirteen years teaching 
literature in New York City high 
schools, a bizarre thing happened in 
my final week or so before 
retirement. I happened to be 
covering for another English 
teacher for about three months at 
George Washington High School in 
Harlem. After my mid-town high 
school closed in 2011, I was 
supposed to get another full-time 
classroom job while rotating from 
high school to high school weekly. 
But I began to like the rotational 
program. I was supposed to give 
resumes to each different principal 
every week. I didn’t. So, I found 
myself two years later - 2013 - after 
teaching in 80 Manhattan high 
schools, at George Washington 
High for a three-month stint. Just 

as the school year was ending there 
was a student in one of my five 
classes who clearly disliked me – 
that is, until after I told him my 
story. He was in the 11th grade. I 
was in the 11th grade many years 
earlier when a similar situation 
occurred.  

It was June at George 
Washington. I was going to give 
this boy a failing grade because he 
did none of my assignments, and 
failed all tests because he had tuned 
out intentionally. It was irksome 
because I knew he was very 
intelligent. But he was somewhat 
combative whenever I approached 
him to try to get him to do the 
work. He acted like the assignments 
were utterly beneath him. Talking 

with his parents on parent-teacher’s 
night didn’t impress him. No, he 
was going to do his own thing. He 
usually would read some other 
book rather than do assignments. 
He wasn’t helping out with the 
classroom management thing as he 
was setting his own agenda and a 
bad example, I guess, being defiant 
and all, just like I did in the 11th 
grade in 1968. Finally, just before 
grading, I thought I’d give him one 
more chance to do some 
assignments and get the passing 
grade. After all, I assumed he 
wanted to go college and getting an 
F wasn’t going to be helpful. I 
guess he didn’t care, just like I 
didn’t so many years ago. I went up 
to him after I saw him reading this 

HISTORICAL FICTION ISSUE 

In the 1870s, Tolstoy rejected his own great novel, War and Peace, calling it “verbose nonsense.” He 
was on another mission: the education of the Russian peasants which earned him the scrutiny of Tsar 
Alexander II, and his secret police. The rejection, however, did not last as Tolstoy later wrote his second 
great novel, Anna Karenina. 
 

By Gary Dorion 
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book, completely immersed in his 
own world. 

 “What are you reading?” I 
ventured. He said nothing, and 
showed me the cover – probably 
expecting a mini-lecture. He was 
about mid-way through the book. I 
looked and I was astounded! It was 
War and Peace. I wasn’t amazed 
simply because he held War and 
Peace in his hands. I was astounded 
because I did the same thing with 
the same book in the same grade, 
and in class with the teacher’s 
strong disapproval (the class was 
reading Thornton Wilder’s Our 
Town, etc.) with the same defiance 
decades earlier in my high school in 
Townsend, Massachusetts, followed 
by Anna Karenina. I got a failing 
grade, went to summer school, got 
the A.  

I told the boy my story. He 
smiled at me for the first time, and 
said, “You read this book?”  

“I read it twice,” I replied. 

“Do you like it”? I asked. 

“It’s incredible,” he said. 

He didn’t get any of my other 
assignments. “Give me five pages – 
more if you like – on why you think 
it’s such a great novel.” 

He didn’t get the passing grade. He 
got the A.  

                  ♦♦♦♦ 

Related Notes on Anna Karenina. 

According to Wikepedia, 
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/An
na_Karenina), “Having 
considered War and Peace not a 
novel, Tolstoy considered Anna 
Karenina his first true novel.    

Fyodor Dostoyevsky declared it 
"flawless as a work of art." 

           Anna Karenina 

His opinion was shared by Vladimir 
Nabokov, who especially admired 
"the flawless magic of Tolstoy's 
style," and by William Faulkner, 
who described the novel as "the 
best ever written."[2] The novel 
remains popular, as demonstrated 
by a 2007 poll of 125 contemporary 
authors in Time, which declared 
that Anna Karenina is the "greatest 
book ever written." 

                     ~ 

                 Jana Petken  

Our first novelist has an 
interesting life. She is a world 
traveler, a former stewardess for 

British Airways, a former petty 
officer in the British Royal Navy, 
and a former security guard for a 
Saudi Arabian prince and 
princess. Meet Jana Petken. 

“How did I come to write 
historical fiction? What attracted 
me to it as opposed to a focus on 
other genres? 

“I strongly believe that history is 
a map to the future. Having studied 
the subject for years, and in 
particular, military history, I am 
convinced that mankind does not 
learn from mistakes made in the 
past but instead repeats them over 
and over again. I want to know 
why. 

“My family lived in Spain during 
General Franco’s dictatorship. I 
remember being fascinated by the 
Guardia Civil, patrolling the 
beaches with machine guns, and 
young girls my age being 
chaperoned whenever they left their 
houses. Even as a child I wanted to 
know what had precipitated the 
1936-39 Spanish conflict. I knew 
that hundreds of thousands of 
Spaniards had been killed in the 
civil war, but in my town, no-one 
seemed to want to talk about it.  

“At the tender age of 17 I enlisted 
in the British Royal Navy. I was 
already studying history but I 
believe that my time in the military 
enhanced my enthusiasm for the 
subject. I was also a bodyguard for 
a Saudi Arabian Prince and Princess 
for 12 years and although it was an 
incredibly interesting period in my 
life, I left the job with a sour taste 
in my mouth. One of these days I 
will write about that experience.  

“My novel, The Guardian of 
Secrets, is a large tome of 700 
pages, but to be honest I wrote that 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anna_Karenina
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anna_Karenina
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_and_Peace
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fyodor_Dostoyevsky
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vladimir_Nabokov
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vladimir_Nabokov
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Faulkner
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anna_Karenina#cite_note-2
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Time_(magazine)
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book because of some advice, given 
to me by my Neurosurgeon, not 
because I aspired to write a book. 
Let me explain. I was working for 
British Airways and during one 
particular flight, we hit clear air 
turbulence. I remember that 
sickening feeling of floating 
upwards and hitting my head on the 
ceiling. It’s not something I’d ever 
like to repeat but I suppose it could 
have been worse. I could have gone 
through the ceiling.  

The Guardian of Secrets (Video) 

The Mercy Carver Series (Video) 

“In the years following that 
accident, I endured paralysis and 
three operations on my neck, which 
is now bionic with titanium plates 
holding my spinal cord together. 
My surgeon suggested that I use a 
computer as a type of 
physiotherapy, excuse the pun. I 
was not connected to the internet 
and so there was not much I could 
do apart from hitting the keys with 
my numb fingers. I was not sure 
about the rules of writing but I had 
decided from the word go, that my 
story would be a historical fiction 
family saga, and it would be set 
against a backdrop of the Spanish 

Civil War.” 

“The Guardian of Secrets is an 
emotional story with strong 
characters. It is dark, gritty, and as 
with my other novels, is not sugar 
coated when it comes to the 
depiction of conflict. As I look 
back I have to say that my 
ignorance of the publishing industry 
was advantageous because I wrote, 
ignorant of the rules, and purely 
from the heart. I love historical 
fiction. The concept of being able 
to use one’s imagination, whilst 
infusing real historical events into a 
fictional story, is a wonderful gift. It 
is like having cake and eating it.” 

“Do I find that there is a large 
audience for historical fiction? If 
not – why not? 

“I freely admit that historical 
fiction will never be the most 
popular genre on the lists, but I am 
seeing a growing audience, 
especially among the younger 
generation. I understand that 
readers want to be entertained. 
Many don’t want to feel as though 
they are in a classroom having 
history lessons. I also think that’s 
the reason many authors shy away 
from writing the historical genre. 
Researching history and blending it 
subtly into the story is very time-
consuming and it must be right. If 
the history is wrong, the story dies a 
terrible death.” 

Why are readers/viewers 
attracted to historical fiction? In 
schools, students don’t seem to 
like learning history but do seem 
to like films about history. 

“I read historical fiction because 
it is an opportunity for me to 
immerse myself in a historical 
period or event that interests me. 
Being able to sense the atmosphere, 

see the sights, get a feel for the 
people; how they behaved, spoke, 
lived, and died, is a magical 
experience for me as an author and 
a reader. A great historical fiction 
novel is one that allows the reader 
to live in the period alongside the 
characters. With that in mind, I 
wrote Guardian of Secrets as a very 
human story, with flawed characters 
making mistakes, and having 
excessive pride and passions. I 

think my readers really feel the 
atmosphere and sentiment in my 
books. “I have seen a growth in 
popularity of TV and movie period 
dramas. Perhaps I’m noticing those 
because I am enthralled by them. 
Watching a good historical film is 
like going on a well-deserved 
vacation and learning about the past 
while you’re there. I know of a lot 
of readers who have written to me, 
saying that they are looking deeper 
into the Spanish Civil War and the 
Spanish Inquisition; the backdrop 
for my novel, the Errant Flock. 
That’s where historical fiction 
excels as a genre. It teaches in the 
most entertaining way.” 

The Guardian of Secrets Blurb 

“After fleeing from an abusive 
husband accused of murder, Celia 
Merrill becomes embroiled in the 
Spanish Civil War.  

“Celia’s two sons march under 
opposing banners, whilst her twin 
daughters take different paths; one 
to the Catholic Church and the 

“Researching history and 
blending it subtly into the story 
is very time-consuming and it 
must be right. If the history is 
wrong, the story dies a terrible 
death.”  – Jana Petken 

https://goo.gl/YHtuUa
https://goo.gl/NuHtwS
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other to the battlefields. And in the 
shadow of war, a sinister villain 
from the past resurfaces with the 
sole purpose of destroying the 
entire family. "Three generations 
struggle in a suspenseful family 
saga, which begins in 1912, in Kent, 
England, and ends in 1939 in Spain, 
during the Civil War."   

Other books 

- Dark Shadows and Blood 
Moon: The Mercy Carver Series. 

- The Errant Flock 

- April, 2016, Swearing Allegiance 

Website: 
http://janapetkenauthor.com/  

Blog: 
http://janapetkenauthor.com/blog 
/ 

Facebook: 
https://www.facebook.com/Autho
rJanaPetken/ 

Twitter: 
https://twitter.com/AuthoJana 

Pinterest: 
https://es.pinterest.com/janpetken
/ 

Youtube: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=gmrLECGgP8I  

  

                       ~ 

     
Our next author is T.E. Taylor 
who said he first was attracted to 
the genre by reading the history 
of Sparta’s subjugation of the 
Messenians of Ancient Greece. 

How did you come to write in 
the genre? What attracted you to 
it as opposed to a focus on other 

genres? 
 
                  T.E Taylor 
 
“I didn’t set out specifically to be a 
writer of historical fiction. I’ve 
always read it, and had an interest in 
history – particularly ancient history 
- but I also read literary fiction and 
some sci-fi. The spur to write a 
historical novel came as a result of 
reading a book about Sparta by the 
historian, Paul Cartledge. I was 
particularly struck by the fate of the 
Messenian people, who were 
invaded by their Spartan neighbours 
in the eighth and seventh centuries 
BC and turned into ‘helot’ slaves.  
 
“They remained in brutally 
enforced subjection for the next 
three hundred years, forced to work 
the land for Spartan masters. Yet 

they never lost their sense of 
nationhood or desire for freedom, 
rising in revolt when the 
opportunity arose. 
 
“It seemed to me that their story 
was crying out to be told. The 
outline of what would become my 
novel Zeus of Ithome came 
together during the course of a long 
train journey and the rest, as they 
say, is history!   
 
“I expect to write more novels 
about ancient Greece in due course, 
and perhaps other eras too (I have 
the germ of an idea for a novel set 
in Egypt).  But I also write 
contemporary fiction – my most 
recent novel, Revolution Day, 
although informed by history to 
some extent, is set in the present 
day and follows a year in the life of 
a fictional Latin American dictator 
as his vice-president plots against 
him.” 
 
Do you find that there is a large 
audience for this genre - why or 
why not?  
 
“There is quite a large audience for 
historical fiction in the broadest 
sense, encompassing all types of 
fiction that are set in the past.  But 
there are many sub-genres: 
historical romance, historical crime 
fiction, for example – setting a 
novel in a particular time and place 
can lend colour to many other 
genres – and readers of one sub-
genre may not read the others.  My 
interest is in relatively ‘straight’ 
historical fiction, which tells the 
story of real events through the 
lives of historical and/or fictional 
characters. I guess this is slightly 
more of a niche market, but not 
excessively so: many famous writers 
have written it, such as William 
Golding and Hilary Mantel.” 

http://janapetkenauthor.com/
http://janapetkenauthor.com/blog
https://www.facebook.com/AuthorJanaPetken/
https://www.facebook.com/AuthorJanaPetken/
https://twitter.com/AuthoJana
https://es.pinterest.com/janpetken/
https://es.pinterest.com/janpetken/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gmrLECGgP8I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gmrLECGgP8I


SILVERLIGHT CAFÉ: A CROSSROADS FOR AUTHORS & READERS | 
Issue #  

5 

 

 

 
Why are readers/viewers 
attracted to historical fiction? 
 
“Something common to all the sub-
genres is the variety of rich and 
unusual settings that good historical 
fiction can offer for a story: the 
distinctive customs, beliefs and 
objects of the time, often very 
different from those of today, 
provide another layer of interest 
over and above the story itself, and 
may generate novel challenges for 
the characters. 
 
“One of the great attractions of 
‘straight’ historical fiction is the 
ability to gain insights into great 
events and their causes; and into 
the character, motivations and 
dilemmas or real historical figures – 
and of course, history provides an 
abundant source of true-life drama  

 
 
and memorable people. For some 
readers, historical fiction is in part 
an enjoyable way of learning about 
the past – it feeds our desire for 
knowledge and understanding as 
well as for a good story.”   
 
  

            
Zeus of Ithome  
 
Greece, 373 BC.  For three 
centuries, the Messenian people 
have been brutally subjugated by 
their Spartan neighbours and forced 
to work the land as helot slaves. 
Diocles, a seventeen-year-old helot, 
has known no other life but 
servitude.   
 
After an encounter with Spartan 
assassins, he is forced to flee, 
leaving behind his family and his 
sweetheart, Elpis. On Mount 
Ithome, the ancient sanctuary of 
the Messenians, he meets 
Aristomenes, an old rebel who still 
remembers the proud history of 
their people and clings to a 
prophecy that they will one day win 
back their freedom. 
 
A forlorn hope, perhaps.  But 
elsewhere in Greece, there are 
others too who believe it is time 
that the power of Sparta was 
broken.  
 
 
Brief Biography 

Tim Taylor was born in 1960 in 

Burslem, Stoke-on-Trent, UK. He 

grew up just outside the city in 

Brown Edge, then at the age of 11 

moved to Longsdon, near Leek. 

Tim went to Newcastle-under-

Lyme High School, then studied 

Classics at Pembroke College, 

Oxford. After graduating he moved 

to London and spent a couple of 

years playing guitar in a rock band. 

When it became clear that he was 

never going to be a rock star, he 

sadly knuckled down and joined the 

Civil Service, where he did a wide 

range of jobs before leaving in 2011 

to spend more time writing. While 

still in the Civil Service Tim studied 

part time for a PhD in Philosophy 

at Birkbeck, University of London, 

finally achieving it in 2007. 

Tim married Rosa Vella in 1994 and 

their daughter Helen was born in 

1997. In 2001 they moved to 

Meltham, near Huddersfield, to be 

nearer family, and have lived there 

ever since. 

Tim now divides his time between 

creative writing, academic research 

and part-time teaching and other 

work for Leeds and Huddersfield 

Universities. 

 

As well as fiction, Tim writes 

poetry, which he often performs on 

local radio and at open mic nights 

(where he also plays the guitar). He 

is involved with several local 

writing groups. He also likes 

walking up hills. 
 

                   ~ 
 

Our next author is Erin Riley, 
author of The Sons of Odin 
Series. Erin says she loves 
everything “Vikings”. 
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In Erin’s words, “the series 
follows Selia, a young Irishwoman, 
as she is pulled into a web of desire 
and deceit woven by two Viking 
brothers. As dark secrets come to 
light, Selia must make a 
heartrending choice that threatens 
everything she holds dear.” 

Erin has an undergraduate 
degree in psychology and a graduate 
degree in clinical counseling. She is 
also a board certified lactation 
consultant and has had extensive 
training in maternal-child health. 
Since Erin was a child, Erin stated, 
she has been fascinated with human 
nature and what motivates 
behavior. She enjoys writing stories 
that reflect real life: Erin's books 
feature complicated, imperfect 
characters who love deeply, make 
reckless decisions, and try again 
until they get it right. 
 
A lifelong lover of books, Erin 
taught herself to read at the age of 
four and hasn't been without a 
book since. She is an equal-
opportunity reader of fiction and 
non-fiction, and her shelves are 
filled with books on archaeology, 
anthropology, and general history. 
The social history of women and 
their place in society across the ages 
is a favorite reading topic of Erin's.  
 
Erin says she has a bit of an 
obsession with all things Viking and 
owns an “embarrassing number” of 
reference books on the Viking age. 
She said that, “while reading about 
berserkers she had an epiphany and 
realized that the crazed, shield-
biting men of sagas were actually 
suffering from a mental illness. On 
that day the character of Alrik 
Ragnarson was born. 
  

“Erin is drawn to any creative 
pursuit, from making hand-stitched 
quilts to producing mini-movies for 
family and friends from home 
videos. But writing has always been 
her passion. When Erin isn't 
writing, she enjoys spending time 
with her two wonderful children, 
reading anything she can get her 
hands on, watching football, and  

                  Erin Riley  

renovating her house with her 
husband of 18 years. Who just 
happens to look like a Viking!” 

How did you come to write in 
the genre of historical fiction?                

“From the moment I learned to 
read, there has never been a time 
when I’m without a book. My taste 
in books is very eclectic in both 
fiction and non-fiction. I’m as likely 
to read a psychology textbook as I 
am a current bestseller. I’m 
fascinated by warrior societies and I 
own numerous books on the 
Vikings and the ancient Greeks. I 
took four years of Latin in school 
and I actually enjoyed translating 
the Aeneid and the Iliad! Although 
I can’t say I have a favorite genre, I 
do love historical fiction. There is 
nothing better than getting lost in a 
bygone era, immersing myself in the 

thoughts, feelings, and morality of 
the times.  

“However, the answer to how I 
came to write historical fiction is a 
simple one—the characters in my 
head wouldn’t leave me alone 
otherwise! In 2007, I was sick with 
strep throat and had a raging fever. 
I’d recently been reading some 
Viking texts so I suppose that era 
was already simmering in my mind 
when I got sick. Nevertheless, the 
character of Alrik Ragnarson came 
to me as my fever waxed and 
waned. My background is in 
psychology so I tend to see the 
world through the lens of the DSM. 
My mentally-unstable Viking was 
born that day. Although I “wrote” 
the Sons of Odin series in my head 
in 2007, I didn’t put the books to 
paper until several years later. My 
characters seem like real people to 
me, and they wanted to be written.” 

Do you find there is a large 
audience for this genre, and why 
are readers/reviewers attracted 
to historical fiction? 

“I think there are two basic types of 
readers: those who read for 
entertainment and those who read 
for knowledge. The best books of 
any genre are those which attract 
both types. Knowing this, the best 
writers weave entertainment into 
their scholarly tomes, or vice versa. 
When I read historical fiction, I’m 
not looking for a laundry list of 
who fought what war. I’m looking 
for the human component, the 
great loves lost and found, the 
highs and lows of human behavior. 
Human nature is fascinating in all 
its beauty and brutality, and it really 
does seem to remain consistent 
across the ages. If along the way I 
learn about who won the war, even 
better. That is historical fiction at 
its finest. 
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“I’ve noticed a recent trend of 
authors who seem to be trying to 
rewrite history to make it more 
politically correct. It’s as though 
they fear readers won’t want to read 
a book unless it includes a 21st 
century morality lesson. Personally, 
I find this very sad. When I read 
historical fiction, I want ALL of 
it—the good, the bad, and the ugly. 
Not the watered down, sterilized 
version. I want to be so immersed 
in the era it feels as though I’m 
living through it. I think true lovers 
of historical fiction appreciate 
books featuring characters with 
authentic social mores thrust into 
raw, real experiences true to the 
times.  

“Ultimately, getting more 
readers to pick up a book of 
historical fiction involves enticing 
them with a really good story of the 
universal human experience, 
transcending the time period in 
which it is set. People have been 
loving, hating, lusting over, and 
killing each other since the 
beginning of time. If authors can 
connect with readers on this 
emotional level, the book will get 
read. I’ve had several reviewers 
begin a review with “This is not my 
usual genre, but…” and go on to 
say how much they enjoyed the 
book and how much they learned 
about the Vikings despite it “not 
feeling like a history lesson.” Those 
reviews are the best—they mean 
I’ve done my job!” 

http://tinyurl.com/erinrileybooks (amazon 
page) 

http://tinyurl.com/esrafpo (book 2 buylink) 

http://tinyurl.com/esrob (book 3 buylink) 

https://www.facebook.com/erinsrileyromance
/ (facebook) 

https://erinsriley.wordpress.com/ (we
bsite) 

 
 

 

 
  

Brief Biography: 

Erin S. Riley has an 
undergraduate degree in psychology 
and a graduate degree in clinical 
counseling. She is also a board 
certified lactation consultant and 
has had extensive training in 
maternal-child health. Since Erin 
was a child, she has been fascinated 
with human nature and what 
motivates behavior. She enjoys 
writing stories that reflect real life: 
Erin’s books feature complicated, 
imperfect characters who love 
deeply, make reckless decisions, and 
try again until they get it right. 

A lifelong lover of books, Erin 
taught herself to read at the age of 
four and hasn’t been without a 
book since. She is an equal-
opportunity reader of fiction and 
non-fiction, and her shelves are 
filled with books on psychology, 
archeology, anthropology, and 
general history. 

http://tinyurl.com/erinrileybooks
http://tinyurl.com/esrafpo
http://tinyurl.com/esrob
https://www.facebook.com/erinsrileyromance/
https://www.facebook.com/erinsrileyromance/
https://erinsriley.wordpress.com/
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The social history of women and 
their place in society across the ages 
is a favorite reading topic of Erin’s. 
Erin has a bit of an obsession with 
all things Viking and owns an 
embarrassing number of reference 
books on the Viking age. 

            

            ~ 

 

Our next author has written a 
very interesting novel spanning 
three generations of Greeks 
during the latter part of the 
Ottoman Empire, with the 
opening being set in the former 
Constantinople, now Istanbul. 
Meet Kathryn Gauci. Here is 
what Kathryn told us about her 
novel, The Embroiderer.                

How did you come to write in 
the genre?  

             Kathyrn Gauci 

 

“I have always been interested in 
history and when I decided to write 
it was the stories that I heard from 
the Greek Asia Minor refugees that                

sparked my interest. At that time I 
was living and working in Greece 
and had become familiar with  

 

 

 

Modern Greek history, in particular 
the relationship with the Turks as  
Greece had been a part of the 
Ottoman Empire for over four 
hundred years. The wars and 
uprisings were bloody and brutal 
yet at the same time, they both have 
a shared history which has shaped 
who they are today. The Greek 
language is still peppered with 
Turkish words and phrases - and 
vice-versa, the Turkish language 
contains many Greek words. 

 

Do you find that there is a large 
audience for this genre across 
different media?  In schools (at least 
in the USA) most students, it 
seems, don't like reading history 
that much. For instance, they love 
the film "The Kite Runner," but 
many do not like to undertake to 
read a book that large. Is there a 
parallel to the numbers of adults  
reading historical fiction, or viewing 
historical fiction films?  

 
I believe that this genre is growing 
in leaps and bounds. Films and 
dramas based on academic history 

are hugely popular, e.g., the 
"Vikings", the "Outlander" series, 
"Downton Abbey", to name just a 
few, and in Turkey they have their 
soaps about Suleiman the 
Magnificent and the Ottoman 
Empire. Through historical fiction, 
readers can immerse themselves 
into another time and place. With 
"The Kite Runner" for instance, it 
exposed a new audience to the 
background and dilemmas faced in 
modern Afghanistan. It also helps 
when the scenery is spectacular as it 
was in this film. We are transported 
into their world and their lives stay 
with us long after the book and the 
film have ended. 

 

For those who love it, what is the 
attraction?  
 

“Historical fiction enables us to see 
our characters as real people. We 
can accept their flaws as we 
empathize with them. It breathes 
life into academic and often dry 
history, which of course is also vital 
as authors need academic historians 
to base their stories on. With my 
own book, I chose to place my 
fictional characters in the actual 
events that took place. Like all good 
historical fiction, the factual side of 
history must remain accurate. We 
want to learn from history and 
inaccuracies damage our credibility. 
"The Embroiderer" spans 150 years 
and the voice also had to be 
appropriate. Someone in 1822 
would not have had the same 
speech or conducted themselves in 
the same manner as someone a 
hundred years later. With the events 
in the 'The Embroiderer" I aimed 
to show how people are drawn into 
conflict regardless of whether they 
wanted to or not. (see synopsis). 
This was a momentous time in 
Greek/Turkish history and I 
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needed to show the poignancy and 
heartbreak - the highs and the lows 
of the situation as it was. It has 
been picked up by a Greek 
publisher and will be available 
world-wide in Greek after July, 
2016.  

 

Synopsis: The Embroiderer.  

Set against the backdrop of the 
mosques and minarets of Asia 
Minor and the classical ruins of 
ancient Athens, The Embroiderer is 
a sweeping family saga spanning 
several generations. Offering a 
fascinating insight into a forgotten 
world, it is a story of love and loss, 
hope and despair, and of the 
extraordinary courage of women in 
the face of adversity.   

The story unfolds when 
Englishwoman Eleni Stephenson is 
called to the bedside of her dying 
aunt in Athens in September, 
1972.  In a story that rips her world 
apart, Eleni discovers the chilling 
truth behind her family’s dark past, 
plunging her into the sensuous and 
evocative world of Orientalist art 
and Ottoman fashion, to the 
destructive forces of political 
intrigue, secret societies and 
espionage where families and 
friends are torn apart and where a 
belief in fate and superstition 
simmers just below the surface. Set 
in Turkey and Greece, the novel is 
written in four parts. Each part 
deals with a different time and place 
as seen through the eyes of the 
main characters; Sophia Laskaris, 
(Eleni’s grandmother), Sophia’s 
grandmother, Dimitra, the 
matriarch of the family whose early 
life is shrouded in mystery, and 
Sophia’s children, one of whom is 
Eleni’s mother, Nina, and the other, 
her Aunt Maria.  

The story begins in 
Constantinople in 1909. The 

Ottoman Empire is in turmoil. At 
the outbreak of the Balkan Wars, 
Sophia becomes involved with a 
Greek secret society intent on 
shaking off the Ottoman yoke. 
With the Turkish Secret Police 
watching her every move, her life 
spirals out of control resulting in 
the deaths of those most close to 
her and the loss of her atelier. 
During this time, she develops a 
close bond with her grandmother, 
Dimitra, and is given a precious 
locket containing the portraits of a 
man and a woman whose identities 
remain a mystery. She also learns of 
a dire prophecy about a girl with 
flaming hair once told to Dimitra 
by a fortune teller which ultimately 
impacts on all their lives. 

In the spring of 1922, Sophia 
leaves Constantinople for Smyrna 
but is forced to flee six months 
later when Mustafa Kemal’s 
Nationalists deal the Greek army a 
humiliating defeat. In Smyrna she 
learns of the portrait of a woman 
whose identity is the same as the 
woman in the locket and begs her 
grandmother to tell her who she is 
and why they know so little about 
her earlier life. As Smyrna burns out 
of control, Sophia escapes to 
Greece with two of her children                   
and a suitcase of memories 
including Dimitra’s memoirs. She 
builds a new life as a refugee in 
Athens. When the Italians and 
Germans occupy Greece in WWII, 
Sophia draws on her experience and 
joins the resistance along with her 
youngest daughter, Nina. Unknown 
to Sophia, a member of her family 
becomes a collaborator who 
eventually betrays the family to the 
Gestapo. The prophecy of the girl 
with the flaming hair is fulfilled. 

After her Aunt Maria’s death, 
Eleni finds the memoirs and 
discovering that they are written in 

the old Ottoman script, travels to 
Turkey and unlocks the truth about 
Dimitra’s past and the identity of 
the woman in the portrait.  

The Embroiderer is a story of 
courage and despair in a world 
where superstition simmers just 
below the surface.” 

 

Twitter: @Kathryn Gauci  

Blog: 
http://www.kathryngauci.com/
blog-29-14032016/ 

Webste: www.kathryngauci.com  

Available from online publishers 
or through the publisher 
www.silverwoodbooks.co.uk 

 

 

             ~ 

                               
 

  

mailto:kathryngauci@hotmail.com
http://www.kathryngauci.com/blog-29-14032016/
http://www.kathryngauci.com/blog-29-14032016/
http://www.kathryngauci.com/
http://www.silverwoodbooks.co.uk/product/9781781322963/embroiderer-the
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Please meet Jana Zinser, author of 

The Children’s Train, the story of 

the Kindertransport during the 
Nazi era in the late 1930s. 
                   

                 Jana Zinser 
 

Jana stated that, “The remarkable 

story of the Kindertransport 
children in Nazi Germany touched 
my heart and would not let go. 
From the moment I heard their 
incredible, historic tale, they would 
not leave my mind. The 
Kindertransport children came to 
live in my conscience and would 
not leave until I told their story. It 
is a fictional account but based on 
real historical events.” 
 

“When young people say they 

don’t like history, it’s because the 
story is not told very well. History is 
often presented in boring date-and-
event format, instead of a story. 
History is filled with incredible 
stories. I’ve presented The Children’s 
Train to classes of students, even as 
young as 5th grade. Although the 
book is marketed to adults, it is a 
story that really hits the hearts of 
younger people because it’s from 
the point of view of the children. 
Many younger people really don’t 
even know the details and emotions 

of the Holocaust. It’s important we 
all remember how history has 
shaped our lives today. 
 

“Depending on the story, there is 

a large audience for historical 
fiction. If historical fiction is 
written well, I think readers like it 
because it is an emotional and 
action packed experience that sends 
you back into time. You can feel 
what people went through and live 
for a moment in their world. This 
historical journey can be very 
powerful. 
 
“The Children’s Train is a story 
of fear, sacrifice, and bravery of 
Peter and his friends who escaped 
Nazis Germany on trains to 
England, alone; the loved ones they 
left behind, and the determination 
of violin-playing Peter who returns 
to Germany try to save them and 
sabotage the Nazis. 
 

“The horrifying adventure 
unfolds from the view point of the 
children, centered around Peter, 11, 
an insecure, musical boy, whose 
parents keep telling him his music 
will save the Jews from Hitler. 
Although fiction, the story is based 
on real events. Of the 10,000 
children rescued on the 
Kindertransport, most never saw 
their parents again. 
 

“In November, 1938, on The 
Night of Broken Glass, Peter and 
his family are terrified as Hitler’s 
men shatter their butcher store 
windows and destroy their 
belongings, as Peter and his sisters 
hide in the wardrobe. Karl Radley, 
the angry policeman with a 
longtime grudge against his father, 
arrests him, while Peter can only 
watch from the wardrobe keyhole. 
 

 
 

“When England arranges to take 
the children out of Germany by 
train, the Kindertransport is 
organized, and Peter’s mother 
scrambles to get places on the trains 
for Peter and his sister, Becca, 
worried about what the future in 
Germany will hold.  
 
“Soon, the train with Peter, his 
sister and several of his friends 
escaping the Nazis thugs over the 
border into Holland, where they are 
ferried across the English Channel 
to England, and to freedom. But 
for Peter, the shy violin player, his 

Depending on the story, there is 
a large audience for historical 
fiction. If historical fiction is 
written well, I think readers like 
it because it is an emotional and 
action packed experience that 
sends you back into time. You 
can feel what people went 
through and live for a moment 
in their world. This historical 
journey can be very powerful. 

    
   -  JANA ZINSER 
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sister Becca, 6, and his friends 
Stephen and Hans, life in England 
holds challenges as well. Peter’s 
friend Eva, the love of Peter’s life, 
has her place on the train stolen by 
her arrogant and selfish brother, 
and is left to the evil plans of Hitler.  
 
“Peter, who has avoided conflict 
and potential injury all his life, 
works his musician’s hands raw at a 
farm in Coventry. While milking the 
cantankerous cow, he wonders why 
someone doesn’t do something 
about Hitler.  

“When Coventry farm is bombed 
and the Nazis have reached 
England, Peter feels that he has 
nothing left. He decides it’s time to 
stand and fight Hitler. He will no 
longer hide from fear. He will face 
it. He has nothing more to lose. 

Peter leaves his violin with a 
barkeep in England and returns to 
Germany to join the Jewish 
underground resistance. His plan is 
to search for his mother and baby 
sister he left behind in Berlin, and 
rescue his childhood friend, Eva. 
Peter joins up with two 
underground resistance fighters, 
who he must rescue from a 
lynching, because his homemade 
bombs did not work. Together they 
infiltrate a concentration camp 
where Eva is a prisoner, to blow it 
up. They know whether they make 
it out alive or not, it will strike a 
blow against Hitler, take a stand for 
his people, and prove Peter’s love 
for Eva. But they did not count on 
Karl Radley, his father’s enemy, 
being the commandant there.” 

“In the final analysis and depending 
on the story, there can be a large 
audience for historical fiction. If 
written well, I think readers will like 
it because it is an emotional and 
action-packed experience that sends 

you back into time. You can feel 
what people went through and live 
for a moment in their world. This 
historical journey can be very 
powerful.” 

Brief Biography 

Jana Zinser is a graduate of the 
University of New Hampshire 
School of Law and received her 
Masters’ in Journalism from the 
University of Iowa. Her past work 
in politics, public policy, and the 
media, coupled with her determined 
focus on children and social justice, 
have uniquely placed her to tell this 
story. It is a story as timeless and 
essential as ever, a story that will 
capture the hearts of the world. 
Jana lives in Colorado with her 
children.” 

The Children’s Train Website:  
http://www.thechildrenstrain.com/  
ISBN 978-1-939371-85-0 
(Paperback) ISBN 978-1-939371-
86-7 (eBook)  
 
Publisher: BQB Publishing:  
https://bqbpublishing.com/produc
t/the-childrens-train-escape-on-the-
kindertransport/ Publication date: 
October 26, 2015 
 

                      ~ 

              Gary Dorion 

Author of two historical fiction 
novels and a children’s book, 
Dorion currently is finishing the 
second book in the “Jack” trilogy. 
The novel is set in Charleston, 
South Carolina, in 1860, and aboard 
a slave ship on the Caribbean Sea 
along with various islands. 
Publishing date: May 18, 2016. 

Dorion writes from his and wife’s 
new home in Rawai Beach, 
Thailand. Formerly of the USA, 
Dorion says he likes the ex-pat life 
and that Rawai Beach is very 
conducive to writing. This 
magazine is the third issue that he 
and his very supportive group of 
writers has put out. 

 “I’ve been interested in historical 
fiction since I was a young child 
who loved studying ancient Greek 
and Roman history. I always 
excelled in history and the study of 
it seemed so natural even as a child. 
It has remained with me my whole 
life.  

“I do think that historical fiction 
– like history - is less of a popular 
genre and my experience in many 
Manhattan schools showed me that 
most urban students at that age are 
not all that interested in history 
which many see as dry and “about 
dead people.” 

For several years I taught both 
English literature and global history 
and combined the two in English 
classes frequently, causing not a few 
students to complain, “Why are we 
studying history? This is supposed 
to be English.” 

“I used Amnesty’s International’s 
human rights curriculum and, in 
particular, their very excellent one 
that focused on modern 
Afghanistan and Khaled Hosseini’s 

http://www.thechildrenstrain.com/
https://bqbpublishing.com/product/the-childrens-train-escape-on-the-kindertransport/
https://bqbpublishing.com/product/the-childrens-train-escape-on-the-kindertransport/
https://bqbpublishing.com/product/the-childrens-train-escape-on-the-kindertransport/
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novel, The Kite Runner. While my 
students were reluctant to tackle a 
novel of that size, they loved the 
film which we studied concurrently. 
I think that you find a parallel in the 
adult world: people like to watch 
historical films – Titanic, Gone with 
the Wind, The Winds of War, to 
name a few -but not that many go 
to the beach to spend an afternoon 
reading Leon Uris’ Exodus or James 
Michener’s Mila 18, which is about 
the Nazi occupation of the Warsaw 
Ghetto and the Jewish resistance. I 
think that many people like to be 
entertained when they read and 
that, unless you are obsessed with 
the study of history, the other 
genres are going to be more 
attractive to most people.  

I was obsessed with Russian writers 
in my youth – Gogol, Dostoevsky, 
Tolstoy, Nietszche, and with the 
other classical writers, mostly of the 
19th Century – but they had to be 
about history or philosophy or the 
classical eras, although things 
changed for me in college with 
author courses in Joyce, Becket and 
others.  

Comrade Anna, which I wrote 
over 13 years, was informed by my 
life-long study of the Jewish 
Holocaust. In the Catholic school 
that I attended in Groton, 
Massachusetts, until the eighth 
grade, I don’t recall ever being 
taught anything about the holocaust 
in that school - nothing in the 
history text books either. I had 
obtained one of those graphic short 
novels about that era and I was 
stunned to learn that this had 
happened and that no-one ever 
taught this in that school. This 
started my extensive study of Nazi 
Germany and fascist Europe. It 
goes on until this day although – 
after extensively researching the 

Auschwitz camps in Poland for 
Comrade Anna, I have put that 
behind me.  

The book is about a Jewish 
survivor of Auschwitz just as the 
war ended, and he is on the hunt 
for any Nazi general he can find so 
that he can interrogate him and 
then kill him. He doesn’t find a 
general. Instead he finds an 
Auschwitz sergeant who had left 
the camps with Anna, a woman that 
Kravetz later meets in Berlin. 
Langner is disguised as a Jewish 
survivor. He meets both Anna and 
Kravetz one day in Berlin and 
doesn’t believe Langner is a camp 
survivor. After days thinking about 
it, he remembers Langner as one of 
the brutal killers in the camp. 
Kravetz had begun a friendship 
with Anna and later marries her.  
Anna also had a relationship with 
Langner both in Warsaw and in 
Auschwitz where he protected her. 
She had been sent to Auschwitz for 
her connections with the resistance 
in the Warsaw Ghetto.  

Kravetz kidnapped Langner, 
took him to a bombed-out 
building, and interrogated him over 
several months while Langner was 
often chained to a basement wall in 
a room where rats ran freely. 
Kravetz tortured him at first until 
he learned that Langner was being 
totally honest in his confessions. 
Chapter 67 follows: 

           67 BLUE SKY  

Langner tried to remember when 
he was a child. He was afraid on 
some level - afraid that he would 
now not have time to become a 
good person. His thoughts drifted 
to Anna. She almost convinced him 
that he still possessed the seeds of 
goodness. That was not to be. He 

would die wondering if he could 
ever become good again like when 
he was a young boy. He cried softly 
as he fully realized now that he 
would never see Anna again.  

At the appointed time, Langner 
heard the footsteps on the stairwell 
and then the ominous screech of 
the rusty door hinges.  

“Is there anyone you would like me 
to contact?” said Kravetz.  

Langner, inhaling the cigarette 
smoke deep into his lungs, held his 
breath, and replied, “How is 
Anna?”  

Kravetz: “What makes you think I 
would know?”  

 Langner: You ask so many 
questions about her. She’s with you 
now. I am glad. She needs someone 
who understands what she went 
through. You now know. I loved 
her in my own way so much as I am 
capable of any love, which I really 
am not. She was a light to me in an 
inscrutable bleakness and will be to 
my last breath. Don’t let her 
wonder her whole life what 
happened to me. Tell her how it 
happened and that I was happy that 
it was a man who was close to her, 
a Jewish man, who brought justice 
to me, a Jewish man I have come to 
respect. Tell her this please. Will 
you do this?  

Kravetz: I will tell her exactly what 
you said.  

 Langner: And now sir, I am ready. 
Please consider that, when you 
remember my horrible deeds, that 
there was also something left in me 
that could’ve been good, that I had 
some very small spark left in me, 
pitiful though it was, that I at least 
tried in the end-a miserable attempt 
for which I apologize-to have 
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righted things. May I die without 
chains?  

 Kravetz: Agreed.  

 Kravetz freed the sergeant and 
suggested that Langner accompany 
him up the stairs where there was 
still daylight. He gave Langner a 
large brown paper package he had 
brought. “Here, put this on. I’ll 
return in ten minutes.”     

After Kravetz left, Langner looked 
curiously at the paper bundle. 
“What could this be? A surprise for 
my death day,” he said ironically 

. “Let’s see what we have here.” He 
pulled at the string that tied the 
package together. And there they 
were: the black tunic, black pants, 
black dress boots and black peaked 
cap worn by a Scharführer, a staff 
sergeant of the Allgemeine-SS 
Standarte, a regiment that had been 
based in Upper Silesia. He fingered 
the familiar silver-colored death’s 
head beneath the eagle on the front 
of the cap. “Why must he do this? 
The final insult, the final dose of 
reality, the final humiliation. He 
knows I tried to forget this, to get 
beyond this. I thought I had. But he 
is right. I cannot.”  

When Kravetz returned, Langner 
was in full dress uniform: “Yes my 
good Jewish man. I had almost 
forgotten what it felt like. I would 
so like to see the blue sky once 
more. May I?”    

 Kravetz nodded his head toward 
the rusty iron-plated door.  

Langner turned and looked briefly 
at his cell for the last time, then 
ascended the stairs, struggling 
upwards as his bones ached from 
old beatings and arthritis, his aged 
and diseased body emaciated from 
months of darkness and starvation, 

bitten by rats, ravaged by sores and 
haunted by spiritual crisis. Each 
step up was an intense effort. 
Kravetz finally had to guide him as 
he extended his arm and shoulder. 
They ascended together arm in arm 
in silence.   

The brightness as he opened the 
door temporarily blinded Langner 
as he sheltered his eyes with his 
arm. His eyes ached. But he was 
glad to see the outside world again. 
He wondered how much it had 
changed. He walked silently to the 
center of the destroyed building, 
carefully stepping over rubble 
where, looking up above through 
the torn rafters, broken floors, and 
hanging plaster chunks, he could 
see the deep blue sky through the 
large gaping holes in the roof. The 
sky was so blue, he thought, 
smiling.         

 They halted at a clear area of the 
rubble where the sun still bathed 
the broken bricks, large white 
plaster chunks and shards of glass 
in a warm glow. Langner closed his 
eyes and turned his face upwards 
toward the warmth. “What do you 
think about Kravetz when you look 
up to such a blue sky on such a fine 
day?”           

Kravetz stood behind Langner, arm 
extended, the black luger pointed to 
the rear of Langner’s head just 
above the nape of his neck, the gun 
hand trembling more than slightly. 
Kravetz looked up to the sky, his 
cheeks moist now from the silent 
tears. “Why do I feel this way about 
this butcher?” he thought bitterly.   

 “I think about my mother,” 
Kravetz said.       

 “Your mother?” Langner said. 
“Yes. That’s very nice. Can you tell 
me why, Kravetz?”      

 “My mother was always there to 
protect me when I was a baby, 
when I played with sticks and 
things beneath the blue sky. I felt 
warm, protected, loved.” 

“Yes, yes, I remember. I did too. 
My mother loved me too. Thank 
you Kravetz,” said Langner.  

 The sergeant continued staring up 
at the azure sky as Kravetz 
squeezed the trigger, pouring the 
force of a single blast into his head. 
Kravetz recalled the earthworms 
and the glorious spring day when 
Langner executed the inmates on a 
work detail.“Justice to the butcher,” 
he whispered to Langner’s 
slumped-over body. “Justice to you, 
Sergeant Otto Langner!”   

 

Kravetz penned a note. He left it in 
the sergeant’s greatcoat. It stated:  

I, Otto Langner, an SS camp guard 
at Oswiecium (Auschwitz), Poland, 
was found guilty of monstrous 
crimes against humanity for which, 
as the blue sky is my witness, I am 
truly sorry.  
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