You wantto... get creative

Lucy Thackray tried: How to Build aNovel, the Isle of Wight

Why I didit: I've been saying
| I'dwriteabook sincelwas a
, precocious 12-year-old. But
like many just-for-fun
projects, my magnumopus was
shelvedindefinitely. Skyros's focused
weekend promisedtojump-startit.

How itunfolded: Along with eight other
would-be novelists of varyingages and
backgrounds, | decampedto the sleepy
Isle of Wight one Friday night. If my
future novel hadlacked asetting, the
Grange, our retreat venue, would've
made an ethereal one —its dark-wood
salons and overgrown gardens hiding
mournful statues givingitahushed,
haunted feel. Activity-holiday pioneers
Skyros have been organising creative
breaks here (and onits namesake
Greekisland) for10 years.

After some last-minuteidea-crafting
(orinmy case, napping), our group met
forapre-dinner glass of wineinthe tiny
honesty bar (hello, generous £4 glasses
of Shiraz). After a collective sigh of relief
atthe friendly, unpretentious crowd,
we prattled over ahearty dinner before
beingusheredintothelounge — our
workshop space —forawelcome chat.

Eachperson'sbook was unique:
one chap was writing a painful family
memoir; others were penning comedy
capers orfemale-ledthrillers. Author
Diane ‘DJ Connell was our warmand
encouragingtutor — everyone admired
and wanted toimpress her. We had
three workshops across the weekend
— two hours mid-morningand
mid-afternoon onthe Saturday, then
anothertwo Sunday morning.In
between, mini‘homework’ tasks kept
ourembryonicbestsellers churning.

Connell’'s goalis to help younail
afullstory arcforyournovel, right
downto onemainincident per chapter.
Thehurdle people stumble at, she
explained, is actually writing the damn
thing, so she aims to help you plan out
astrongstory, thensend you off to
writeitin manageable chunks.

ltwasn'tallbookwormbliss: only
asaintwouldbe thrilled to spend their
weekendlisteningtoJulie from Essex
agonise over thetiniest plot point. But
theretreat did spurasurprising level of
camaraderie, and | looked forward to
talking books and life with everyone
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overdinner. There'sno pressuretojoin
inanything outside of the workshops,
butasthe weekendwenton, people
increasingly optedin.

Any good? Light on commitment (I only
needed half a day off work) and heavy
onmingling, it's funand good value.
Shanklin's pretty to explore, too. Butl'd

haveliked feedback on my writing style.

Anddidit stick? 1 came away inspired,
fired up about my premise, and armed
with Diane’s tricks to get the creative
juices flowing. AmIkeyboard-bashing
forher suggestedhour per day? No. But
Sunday afternoons since the course
havebeensacrificedtothep

Signme up: Skyro;
aNovelbreaks co
course only. Douk
Grangestartat£
onsingle occupancy),
nearby. See skyros.co

LIGHT AtCrafty Camping,aDorset
glampsite, you learn to whittle basic
wooden goods. Cabinetmaker Guy
Mallinsonruns one-, two- and five-day
courses. Youwork your way up from
spoons to chairs (hostunusual.com; one
day from £150pp; tents sleepingtwo
from £88 anight, two nights minimum).

MEDIUM Tons of tour operatorsrun
photography breaks, butit’s Lightand
Land’'smaingig— andthey'rejustas
good atbuildingtouritineraries as at
sourcingtutors. There'sahugerange,
fromtwo-nightersinBrighton or
Yorkshire, to camera-wielding tours
of Vietham orMorocco (lightand
land.co.uk; two-night UK breaks
from £799, B&B, including tuition).

FULL-ON Lovedartatschool, but

haven't picked up apaintbrush sinc
Rick Astley was numberone? C
the WatermillatPosara, Tusc
week-longbreaks led by Bri
you'lllearn how to capt
landscapes, developir
(watermill.net; seven
£1,445pp, fullboard, exclu

this

You're slightly
atthemercy
of your author’'s
ownstyle, so
check out their
bios. Ours was
gunning for
commercial
big-sellers with
sensational
plottwists.

i oncoretoning,

Retreats with results

andis good for extra).Less
those withbad spiritual, more
backs.Fora chicis TriinSri
traditionalyoga Lanka (trilanka.
H retreat, try Silver com; doubles
Yogaor Islandin Greece, from £250, half
i Pilates? setonaprivate board, withyoga).
AYogaretreats island, with ForPilates, Como
aremore popular wonderful Hotelsrungreat
i andcanbeabit teachers (silver retreats (como
tree-huggy, often islandyoga.com; hotels.com).Ortry
withvegetarian six nights from bothatAbsolute
food, no caffeine £1,160pp, full Sanctuary,onKoh
¢ oralcoholand board;flights Samui(absolute
lots of chanting. sanctuary.com;
More practical oneweek from
Pilates focuses £1,520pp, full

board; noflights).

COOKING
HOLIDAYS

Wheretosizzle up astorm
while enjoying the view

HAMPSHIRE

Eatwell, cook well, right?
ChewtonGlenisthatrare
English country-house
hotel where the foodis
truly first-class, and the
Kitchenisits new half-
restaurant, half-cookery
school from celeb chef
James Martin. Courses
range from muffin-
making with kids to South
Americanstreetfood
(chewtonglen.com;rooms
from £144pp,roomonly;
classes from £45pp).

SPAIN

Golearnto.com excels at
singles hols — greatif
you're looking to spice up
more thanyour culinary
skills. Onits week-long
Spain Cooking and Culture
tour,jaunts aroundthe
Aragon’s Pyrenees break
up three days of lessons

— mastering gazpacho
and wildboarinred wine
(golearnto.com; seven
nights from £1,049pp, full
board, excludingtravel).

FEZ

Nothing willmake you
wantto pick up acookbook
(and ataginepot) likea
Moroccanholiday — and
Palais Amaniin Fezdoes
achef-skills break you can
really diginto. You'llget
thelowdown ontradlocal
ingredients, visitthe souks
onaspice-findingmission,
and learnto make tagine,
flatbreads and sides
(palaisamani.com; from
£388pp, B&B, including
twodinners, toursand
cooking, butnotransport).

FRANCE
Famously finicky about
foodprep, France’s
cookingschools arethe
world's mostintense. Just
outside Bordeaux, Le
Gargantuadoes one-,
three-and five-day
courses, tackling
seasonalfood
or patisserie
treats. Pack
aflairfor
presentation
(legargantua.
com; oneday
from£167pp,
course only).
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