The OXFORD WRITER
T

THE NEWSLETTER OF WRITERS IN OXFORD

NUMBER 67 SEPTEMBER 2015

“TALENT, PERSISTENCE AND LUCK”
Interview with Philip Pullman
Sitting across the table with his hair tied in a pony-tail, he looks
every bit the story-teller. Charming, easy with words, with a whiff
of magic around him, you can imagine him sitting in the corner of
a medieval tavern spinning tales to travellers.
As it is, I am sitting in an Oxford café with one of the city’s most
successful authors, a founding member of Writers in Oxford,
President of the Society of Authors (Tennyson was a predecessor),
and an outspoken campaigner – in particular for the right of
authors to be paid properly.
Philip Pullman fits no mould. He’s elusive, if only because of his
versatility. His works seem anti-religious – he portrays dark forces
of oppressive authority manipulating believers. Indeed he says:
“There is probably no God, You are responsible for everything, for
looking after the world, for not destroying ourselves.”
Yet his books are full of symbols rooted in religion – such as the
daemon, a pet animal which his child readers readily recognise as
representing their conscience (see picture). In his writing he
deploys Christian myths such as the temptation of Eve – an

Philip Pullman features “daemons” in his
stories — here’s one in a painting by
Leonardo da Vinci, Lady with an Ermine

allegory for puberty – and rebel angels inspired by John Milton’s
Paradise Lost. He loves the language of the Church of England
(into which he was baptised), and says he is as a “cultural
Christian.”

→ CONT’D ON PAGE 2
INSIDE THIS ISSUE

SHUFFLING THE WIO CHAIR - ROBERT BULLARD
Have you ever leafed through our directory of members – we print a hard copy

Publishing news ...................3
Lobbying for writers ........... 4
Frances Farrer ..…………...5

every now and again – or done a search on the website version? I recommend it.

Great WiO events ................5

When I joined WiO it impressed on me the richness of talent and wealth of

Poetry walk .......................... 6

activity, and gave me a few names of people that I was keen to talk to.

Who inspires you?......……. 8

→ CONT’D ON PAGE 3

PAGE 2

______

__THE

OXFORD WRITER

PHILIP PULLMAN ... cont’d FROM PAGE 1
He draws on symbols beyond Christianity too, revelling
in “Gothic ghosts, witches, spells, magic and all that
stuff.” When he taught as a young man at Bishop Kirk
School in Oxford, he told Greek myths to 12-year-olds,
introducing them to some of the world’s great stories.
It was off the curriculum, but he was free to do it. “Now
teachers cannot do that. It’s all regimented. I would
hate to be a teacher now.”
He sets aside mornings to write. “I don’t make a plan,
but start writing with only an idea or two to get me
going. I discover what the book’s going to be about on
the way through, if I’m lucky. You’ve got to leave room
to be surprised.” By writing school plays as a young
man, he learned how to appeal to a wide range of
people – in that case parents, teachers and children. “I
wanted them all to laugh at the same place.”
With his reputation established, Philip can largely
choose what he wants to write. “I tell my agents and
publishers the themes I will treat and they more or less
know what will come out. I can be fairly sure that what I
write will be published. If you are going to succeed, you
need talent, persistence and luck. I have had luck.”
One book however was suggested to him by a publisher
– his retelling of Grimm’s Fairy Tales. “I jumped at the
chance. I took the 50 or so stories I liked best, and told
them again. I never went far from the original, but I
tried to be fluent and informal, and make them clear as
water, as if I had just heard the stories myself.”
At the age of 68, he has so many ideas for new books
that they are “queuing up like aircraft stacking to land”.

The people of Oxfordshire can be thankful that he feels
so strongly about books and reading. In 2011 he
launched a fierce attack on the Council for deciding to
close 20 public libraries. The Council was forced to
abandon the plan, and all the libraries remain open
today.
His position as President of the Society of Authors is a
non-executive post which enables him, as he puts it, “to
act as a decorative gargoyle, pouring rainwater on those
who deprive authors of their rightful livings.”
With the world of writing and publishing in revolution,
he fights against the relentless trend for authors to be
paid less, and the proliferation of digital theft. “We need
to wake up, not only the government, but also young
people: theft is not admirable.”

One he is currently preparing for the approach path, and

Next in his line of fire as the Society’s President are

he plans eventually to publish his memoirs.

literary festivals which do not pay authors who speak.

He has little time for ebooks. “The real book – a codex
bound at its edge – it is the best technology ever
invented, as important as the wheel. It’s resilient, the
batteries don’t run out, you can browse, and feel the

When Philip himself addressed a packed audience at the
Sheldonian at this year’s Oxford Literary Festival, the
organisers charged all the listeners for their tickets, but
Philip (like other authors) received nothing.

heft and the paper. Reading a book to a small child

We have not heard the last of this.

sitting in your lap is the best thing parents can do for

- Interview by Marcus Ferrar

their children.”

(see also PAGE 4 )
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A NEW CHAIRMAN CONT’D FROM PAGE 1
Having a broader perspective as chair, the lists make me
conscious of all the overlapping work areas beyond just
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MEMBERS’ PUBLISHING NEWS
MERRYN WILLIAMS

mine; the common issues and challenges we face; and the

In the New Year Random House US contacted me to

gaps in my knowledge: details of some people's work, and

say that they wanted to turn Effie: A Victorian Scandal

members I might benefit from if I ever met.

(which I published as a book in 2010) into an

All of which made me feel WiO should specify and honour a
little more what it does for its members. Not greatly, for as

audiobook. It's read very beautifully by Rosalyn
Landor and here is the link:

I said at the AGM, 'the patient is in good health' and I am

https://www.google.co.uk/?
gws_rd=ssl#q=Effie+audio+book+rosalyn+landor

fortunate to have inherited a very good committee team.

This audiobook can be downloaded on a computer or
earphones. The book itself is out of print but I am
thinking of turning it into an e-book in the New Year.
______

GRISELDA HEPPEL
Three years ago, I published Ante’s Inferno – a
children’s version of Dante’s Inferno in which 12 yearold Ante (Antonia) finds herself on a dark journey
through the classical Underworld. Despite fears (from
adults) that children would find it too difficult, young
People join WiO for different reasons and with varying

readers loved it and the book won a couple of awards

amounts of time to give. But I hope all of you can sign

including the People’s Book Prize.

up to what I – with slight refinement from the

So, where to go after Dante? Well, following the logic

committee – believe Writers in Oxford should be

of adapting great classics thought to be Unsuitable For

about: 'Bringing writers together to socialise, network,

Children, the temptation to tackle the Faust legend

learn/get professional development, and enjoy a range

proved irresistible.

of literary and other events.'

Marlowe's Doctor Faustus wants to gain great

Providing opportunities to socialise and enjoy are easy,

knowledge and power. Somehow I didn't think

and we do well. But I think WiO could provide

knowledge would have much allure to a 13-year-old

members with more learning opportunities (e.g.

boy. But power is another matter. Not superhuman

through talks in the programme) and easier routes to

power, necessarily; just enough to give you control

meet, network and benefit from one another – hence

over your own life would do. What if your problems

my trialling of subgroups (so far, biography, poetry and

were so overwhelming no one could help you? If, one

training are emerging), which build on the writing

day in the school library, you happened upon an old

retreats started by my predecessor, Denise Cullington.

diary containing instructions on how to summon a

Other ideas will follow, as will my priority of attracting

spirit to your aid… well, wouldn’t you give it a go?

younger members.

It is unfortunate for my hero, Henry Fowst, that the

All of you are part of this vision, and we are planning a
survey to collect your views and ideas. In the
meantime, keep writing ... and keep reaping the
benefits of WiO.

Robert Bullard – Chair

spirit who answers his call is Mephistopheles.
The Tragickall History of Henry Fowst by Griselda
Heppel, £12.99 hb, £7.99 pb
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LOBBYING FOR WRITERS — by Angela Burdick
Outside the Cromwell Green entrance a ‘Watch Tower’
seller’s board proclaimed ‘How to deal with Anxiety’, on
7/7, the date we writers waited in line to be scrutinized by
Security while Cromwell’s statue loomed over us on our
way to The House for an ALCS (Authors Licensing and
Collecting Society) reception of the All Party
Parliamentary Writers Group.

outgoing chair, on becoming Culture Secretary, saying it is

After drinks and canapés on the terrace beside the

Society of Authors, as saying, “Writing is like sex. First you

sparkling Thames, marathon running Alexandra

do it for love, then you do it for your friends, and then you

Heminsley, author of Running Like a Girl, emphasised the

do it for money.”

value of creative industries to the UK economy, and that

Adam Singer, Chair of ALCS paid tribute to Taylor Swift for

authors ‘are often in a weak position when negotiating

writing a letter to Apple and ‘….in 492 cogent words that

with large multi-national companies who are increasingly

were heard in every connected teenage bedroom -

able to hold a monopoly in one area, particularly as non-

explained copyright without a cliché by saying: “It is unfair

traditional online publishing increases.’ She suggested that

to ask anyone to work for nothing” and “please don’t ask

the UK government imitate other EU countries which

us to provide you with our music for no compensation.”’

nurture creativity and protect jobs. In the UK the number

According to an ALCS study, 70% of authors on reversion

of authors able to derive their income solely from writing

clauses went on to earn more money from the work when

has dropped nearly 75% in the last ten years from 40% in

republished and cited the case of Catherine Gaskin who

2005 to 11.5% in 2013.

left her work to Society of Authors, who reverted it and

Nicola Solomon, Chief Executive of the Society of Authors

Gaskin’s work now earns £7,000 p.a. for them. The Society

congratulated Pete Wishart on becoming the new Chair of

of Authors will check out contracts for you. It is well worth

the All Party Writers Group and also John Whittingdale,

reading the full report in ALCS News. Nicola clearly

good to have someone in that position who actually knows
about publishing. Nicola spoke with passion on the subject
of fairer contracts for writers - who receive an average of
£11,000 pa, though the top 5% earn over 40% of income
earned by writers. She raised a roar of laughter when she
quoted Virginia Woolf, who was represented by the

resolves to lobby whoever it takes for a fairer deal for us.

WHAT SOLD MY BOOK?
A NEW COLUMN

NEW MEMBER
Miguel Morell

We all wonder how our books can best be sold, and in a rapidly changing publishing environment practices are constantly
changing. The Oxford Writer would like to familiarise readers
with success stories (and dead-ends too).
Would you like to share your experiences by writing a brief
piece for the newsletter? You would be helping your fellowmembers tremendously if you do so.

Writers in Oxford are on Facebook. Go to the Facebook

Write it as you feel best. No set formula. No great length need-

Home page, put Writers in Oxford at the top, and follow

ed either – say about 300 words or so. The idea is that this

instructions to join the Group. Share your work, your

should be a regular column.

achievements, news and comments with other writers in

Please contact the editor, marcus@ferrar.org.uk. I would be
happy to discuss if you wish.

the Oxford area.
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FRANCES FARRER 1950—2015
Frances Farrer had been an active member of Writers
in Oxford since she moved here in 1994, and her
infectious laugh and joyous sense of humour enlivened
our drinks parties and events.
Born in Scotland and educated at Harrogate Ladies
College, she wrote and produced the first children's
plays to be performed at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe
and organised the first children’s arts festival on
London’s South Bank. Her first book, Charlie and Elly
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GREAT TALKS COMING UP
Brenda Stone does a great job organising fascinating talks
for Writers in Oxford. She chooses themes that are useful
and unusual, and over the years she has brought in some
top-class speakers – real authorities in their field.
This autumn, she again invites you to make new
discoveries, nourish your spirit and join in entertaining
conversation around drinks and snacks in pubs which she
rigorously vets for conviviality.

Stories, was published by Gollancz and broadcast on

Two talks in particular caught the eye of The Oxford

BBC Radio 4.

Writer:

As a free-lance journalist she wrote for The Guardian,

BELINDA JACK
Some Thoughts About Words
Wednesday 11 November, 7pm for 7.30
Victoria Arms, Old Marston, OX3 0QA

The Independent, The Times Education Supplement
and Time Out. Her books included a biography of the
anthropologist Sir George Trevelyan, and A Quiet
Revolution: Encouraging Positive Values in Our
Children about positive education in an Oxfordshire
primary school. She gave talks about it in New York,
Connecticut and Rawalpindi.
With fellow Writer in Oxford Brian Levison she wrote
Classical Music's Strangest Concerts - Extraordinary but
true stories.
She died suddenly of a brain aneurism, while at home
drinking her favourite tea. At her funeral at St Mary’s
Church, Iffley, Writers in Oxford was represented by
Angela Burdick, Rita Carter and Janie Hampton.
Her last work – The Dictionary of Beastly Humbug was published posthumously by her family. She was
dismayed by the use of inappropriate words such as
literally and iconic. She would have been delighted by
the gregarious, bacchanalian and well-sick wake held
at the Isis Farmhouse, Iffley, at which jars of mellow
chutney were distributed. Labelled 'Castle Howard'

Words? That’s what we’re all concerned with, and this
evening we can hear from a real expert. Professor Jack is
Fellow and Tutor in French Literature and Language at
Christ Church and Professor of Rhetoric at Gresham
College, City of London. An evening for connoisseurs.

SARAH FRANKLIN
Reading Aloud
Thursday 26 November, 7 pm for 7.30
Upstairs at St Aldates’ Tavern, OX1 1BU
We write, but every now and then we have to read
aloud. How we do it can make or break the book we are
launching. An evening to hone a useful skill (with the
help of a glass or two).
For pure festivities, reserve for the highly popular …

DRINKS PARTY WITH THE SOCIETY OF AUTHORS
Balliol College, Broad St, Oxford OX1 3BJ

after her home in Howard Street, it was made by her

… and sign up for the sell-out …

friends to her recipe using her own apples. Frances

CHRISTMAS LUNCH

will live on in our sandwiches.

Fishers, 36 St Clement’s St, Oxford OX4 1AB

- Janie Hampton
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SIR CHRISTOPHER BALL’S
ESOTERIC POETRY WALK

CONT’D FROM BACK PAGE

Things to visit

By Bill Dring

In Slad, you should stop and visit the church, which has
a colourful new window to commemorate Lee's work,
featuring this extract: 'Bees blew like cake-crumbs
through the golden air, white butterflies like sugared
wafers, and when it wasn't raining a diamond dust
took over which veiled and yet magnified all things.'

‘An Esoteric Poetry Walk’ was the title of the event that lay

Just opposite is Lee's local, The Woolpack Inn, which
has some memorabilia, a lovely eye-window on the
valley behind, as well as being popular for its local ales,
music and food. On our visit, the terraces were
bursting with hungry boots, so we congratulated
ourselves for the picnic tucked into our pockets. But if
only, like Lee, we had phoned for our pint in advance.

Christopher Ball, holding a copy of That Sweet City, his latest

All good things come to an end. For us it is Oxford, and
for Lee: 'The girls were to marry; the Squire was dead;
buses ran and the towns were nearer. We began to
shrug off the valley and look more to the world, where
pleasures were more anonymous and tasty. They were
coming fast and we were nearly ready for them.'
Autumn will be a wonderful time for a visit – or revisit.

carrying a small sketch pad and the tiniest of water-colour

- Robert Bullard

ahead of me and, to be totally honest, I hadn’t done my
homework. All I knew was that Sir Christopher Ball would be
leading it and Blackwell’s would be the starting point. Some
of my fellow WiO walkers were already there when I arrived
and standing tall amongst them was the figure of Sir
collection of poems, published under his nom de plume John
Elinger. He welcomed each of us with a handshake and a
smile as warm as the day itself before setting off. The walk
would take us through Oxford, stopping at locations where
the inspiration for the poems had been found. Katherine
Shock, who illustrated That Sweet City, walked along with
pallets I have ever seen – she used these to rapidly capture
‘snapshots’ along the route.
The Sheldonian Theatre, Wren’s first building and our fist
stop. The uniquely square-at-one-end and round-on-theother building had been the inspirational seed for one of the
poems. Each poem in the book had been written to capture
the style of the language from the period of its location – Sir

______

Christopher’s homage to time and respect to the language of

A LETTER FROM JANE ROBINSON

the age.

I have recently been commissioned to write a major social

Next stop was New College in Holywell St, its chapel housing

history, Hearts and Minds, to mark the centenary of Votes

a memorial to the young English men who died in battle;

for Women in 2018. This book – my tenth – will be based on graduates that had gone to war knowing their life expectancy
on the front was an average of just 2 weeks. As important as
first-hand accounts of those involved, including tens of
thousands of women (and men) who were not suffragettes

that memorial is, Sir Christopher told us of a lesser known,

but suffragists. They campaigned without violence, and in

second memorial; for him it was ‘the most valuable thing in

1913 accomplished an astonishing six-week march from all

Oxford’. Erected in the 1920s amidst much controversy and

points around the UK to London. Titled ladies marched with

strong opposition, it is a memorial to the German students of

colliery girls; academics with housewives; grandfathers with New College who also lost their lives at war - the inspiration
for another poem.
schoolgirls: it was the greatest mass-demonstration the
country had ever seen. Yet now, it’s all but forgotten. Was

The sun was still shining down on the Plain when we arrived,

anyone in your family a suffragette or a suffragist? If so, I’d

St Clements church no longer there, only its ghost remaining -

be delighted to hear from you on jane@jane-robinson.com

more lost history, more inspiration? The roundabout must
or c/o David Higham Associates, 7th Floor, Waverley House, have looked picturesque with the old church standing
7–12 Noel Street, London W1F 8GQ.
proudly in the middle.
→ NEXT PAGE
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POETRY WALK
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After it had been demolished, the church-less roundabout
looked, as it is known today, ‘plain’. It wasn’t hard to see how a
poem could come from this.
Around the corner from 12 London Place, the building that Sir
Christopher Ball and his wife, Wendy, had lived in when they
were newlyweds, sits the New St Clements Church, built in the
19th century but looking like a beautiful old building. Next to this
is the impressive Mosque and Islamic centre that has been
under construction for a number of years – an area from which
to draw more inspiration. A short way up from the Mosque we
entered University Parks; at this point a couple of the group
dropped out, the long walk was proving to be slightly too much!
Moving onwards we trod a well worn path that cuts through the
centre of Mesopotamia Walk, the narrow, nature-drenched
island sitting comfortably between the rivers – the Upper
Cherwell to its East and the Lower Cherwell to its West; our
Tigris and Euphrates. Waters sparkled and lush plants bathed in
the warm summer breeze, the air full of insects, the perfume of
sunshine and the rhythm of poetry. Standing inside, that
beautiful Mesopotamia was a sea of tranquillity, a million miles
away from everything, even though the city was never far away.
Another of John Elinger’s poems floated amongst us.
Impermanence
Some things you have you cannot hold,
Sunshine, delight or youth.
All golden things are mere fool's gold.
This is an ancient truth.

It had been a magical summer’s day, sprinkled with poetry
and seasoned with inspiration. It all had an impact on me;
however, the thing that impressed me most was how fit
and young the 80-year-old Sir Christopher Ball looks! Heart
attack survivor, marathon runner, nation-wide walker,
linguist, scholar and poet - how on earth does he do it?
The Collection of Christopher Ball’s poetry books,
published under the name ‘John Elinger are published by
Signal Books are: ‘That Sweet City – Visions of Oxford’,
‘That Strange Necessity – Visions of Portmeirion’ and
‘That Mighty Heart – Visions of London’.
Illustrations: Katherine Shock
The OXFORD WRITER ...

Your treasured rings, rich yellow cloth,
Must soon reveal their rust,
The damage from the hungry moth
Which crumbles all to dust.

is published by Writers In Oxford

There is no other life to come.
Time's arrow won't allow
Us golden moments, once we're dumb.
Heaven is here and now.

marcus@ferrar.org.uk

Soon the landscape opened out onto the grassy space that is
home to the sacred turf , Oxford University cricket pitch, roped
off and empty, echoing the ghost of great players. After nearly
four hours and some 5 miles of walking we arrived at The Ball
family home in Jericho.

→

www.writersinoxford.org
Editor: Marcus Ferrar

Email Marcus with your news.
Suggest a subject. Propose an article.
All ideas welcome!
Any views in this newsletter are those
of the authors, not of Writers in
Oxford.
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WHO INSPIRES YOU IN WRITING?
In this new regular column, we ask Writers in Oxford
to tell us who has inspired them in writing. As Robert
Bullard has just become the new Chairman, the editor
twisted his arm to make the first contribution.
What about you? This is your chance to share your
passion, and write, well, more or less what you want.
Contact marcus@ferrar.org.uk.

- Reliving Laurie Lee
Few can escape childhood without enjoying Laurie Lee. For
me, until recently, his work was a lingering glow, his
sweetheart Rosie on a paperback's front cover, and a place I
really wanted to visit. So when the missed last year's Slad
Valley Festival, which celebrated Lee's centenary, I vowed I
would go there in 2015.
In just 1¼ hours from Oxford you can be in Lee's jewel of a
valley. It reminds me of the cosy, intimate valleys of
Derbyshire's Low Peaks – only here, things are even more
compressed and childlike. At a glance, we could see from
end to end and recognise on the far bank the walkers we
had recently passed. As Lee writes in Cider with Roise
(which I reread afterwards and is the source of all quotes):
'Living down there was like living in a bean-pod; one could
see nothing but the bed we lay in. Our horizon of woods
was the limit of our world.'

Our route was clearly marked and varied: there was a
mountain meadow, an old drovers' road (flanked by
European beach trees – very straight and tall) and a
meander along a valley floor, through crops and farm
buildings, with circling swallows. Some short sections
are steep, but taking a breather for the view will
remind you that your journey was worth it. Look out for
the tastefully erected 'poetry posts', where Lee's words
live on.
Like me, Lee grew up around older sisters, and this
passage, evoking young girls surfacing from their sleep,
rang true for me: 'Their vacant eyes stared straight
before them, glazed at the sight of the day. Pink and

If you have forgotten or don't know the book's storyline, it

glowing from their dreamy beds, from who knows what

is a magic tale of Lee's family childhood, of the seasonal

arms of heroes, they seemed like mute spirits hauled

change in the landscape, and of a bygone rural idyll. In Lee's

back to the earth after paradise feasts of love.'

words: 'The year revolved around the village, the festivals
round the year, the church round the festivals, the Squire
round the church, and the village round the Squire.'
Trail
Walking options include the seven-mile Laurie Lee Wildlife
Way (available from Stroud TIC and Gloucestershire Wildlife
Trust) that starts in Stroud, or one of shorter routes that are
widely promoted in books and on the web as one of
country's 'best walks'. We plotted a clockwise loop starting
from the lovely Painswick (you may want to avoid the steep
hill down to the river), after a coffee at the Olivas Café.
sweet,

Lee's mother was also a big influence, and this passage
gives a flavour of her life-story and character: 'Deserted,
debt-ridden, flurried, bewildered, doomed by ambitions
that never came off, yet our Mother possessed an
indestructible gaiety which welled up like a thermal
spring. Her laughing, like her weeping, was
instantaneous and childlike, and switched without
warning – or memory. Her emotions were entirely
without reserve; she clouted you one moment and
hugged you the next – to the ruin of one's ragged
nerves.'

→ CONT’D ON PAGE 6

