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NEW CENTRE FOR ISLAMIC STUDIES  

A DIFFERENT LOOK AT WORLD WAR I 

After twelve years of halting 

construction, the Oxford Centre for 

Islamic Studies is preparing to open 

its doors to students, visiting 

scholars and resident academics, 

writes Alison Boulton.         

Although its library was empty, its 

auditorium still lacking chased-in 

electrics, and its dining hall 

awaiting its first diners, WiO were 

allowed a pre-opening tour of part 

of the site.     Cont’d page 2      →           

By Marcus Ferrar 

Don’t celebrate World War I, and don’t bewail it. 

Instead learn the many lessons to be drawn. That‘s 

the advice that Hew Strachan, All Souls Chichele 

Professor of the History of War, shared with Writers 

in Oxford on a dark February night in a pub.  

Hew, who advises several bodies planning the 

commemoration, doesn’t encourage the British to pat 

themselves on the back too much. That’s too 

parochial: we should look beyond the Western Front 

in France. In a 10-part TV series of Channel 4, he 

avoided mentioning the Western Front until the sixth 

episode. His producers were aghast, but he insisted.  

He has little time either for those who portray the 

War as just a heartless massacre of youth by 

incompetent generals. That’s how it was presented 

on the 50th anniversary in 1960s. He points out that 

2.5 million men volunteered to fight and 88% in 

military uniform came home. 

“For many adolescents, the war was a rite of passage. 

Do you ever get over something like that, negatively 

or positively?” he asks.  

Young girl, France, 1917—TIME Lightbox 

“The whole subject of the war is inherently 

controversial, and that’s an asset 

educationally. When is it right and necessary 

to fight a war? That’s a genuine moral 

dilemma. And when is it right to negotiate for 

peace? There were peace initiatives in 1916, 

but the more people were killed, the more the 

rest wanted to carry on. Is this relevant also for 

wars such as Iraq and Afghanistan?”                 

→ Cont’d page 3 
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ISLAMIC STUDIES ... cont’d from p1 

 

Despite a visit to the expansive roof terrace, the 
Centre’s much praised far-reaching views were 
obscured by unseasonal morning fog. There was 
still much work to do landscaping the grounds, but 
the scale and solidity of the building was evident. 

The Centre was established in 1985, to encourage 
the scholarly study of Islam and the Islamic world. 
It was intended to provide a meeting point for the 
Western and Islamic worlds of learning.  

Building began on the Marston Road 3.5-acre site, 
bought from Magdalen College, in 2002. An 
estimated £80 million pounds will have been spent 
by the time the Centre is fully open.  

The vision of architect Professor Abdel-Wahed El 
Wakil, realised by Blampied and Partners, was to 
retain traditional elements of an Oxford College 
but incorporating distinct Islamic constituents.  

Using dressed stone, rather than cement and 
steel, the buildings are arranged around the 
University’s familiar quadrangle: library, dining 
hall and place of worship.  

At the centre of the quadrangle is an Islamic 
fountain of intricate mosaic design. The place of 
worship is a minaret crowned mosque. The 
gardens include an Islamic Garden designed by the 
Centre’s Patron, Prince Charles. 

The dining hall will serve the forty graduate 
students who will live on site. In addition, there 
are a magnificent auditorium, lecture theatre  

YOUR WEB SITE — WWW.WRITERSINOXFORD.ORG  

Up-to-date info about WiO events, including any 
date changes, is always available on the ‘Current 
programme’ page in the members’ area of the 
website at www.writersinoxford.org.  

And to keep up with who’s who in WiO, take a 
stroll now and then through the directory of 
members and the committee list. 

In addition to these ‘members only’ pages,  

the site receives hundreds of hits per month from 
the public. The most popular public pages are The 
Oxford Writer (pdf) and ‘Members’ Websites’.  

If your website is not already listed, you can send 
its address with a maximum 50-word description/
teaser to mail@writersinoxford.org . Please see 
the examples already there for guidance on 
length and style. 

and offices. Rooms and hallways are decorated with 
ornate Islamic art including Iznik tiles from Turkey, 
hand-carved wooden wall panels from Malaysia and 
oak library shelving.  

While the Centre itself will only offer restricted access 
to the general public – a practice widely followed by 
many Oxford Colleges, especially during term time – 
the mosque will be open to all. 

With an interior of white marble, it is of a traditional 
design. Women are segregated from men, worship-
ping in an upper room overlooking the main area. 

The resident Imam urged anyone wishing to attend 
prayers to do so. 

‘Men and women are equally welcome. The mosque is 
always ready to receive worshippers.’ 

http://www.writersinoxford.org
mailto:mail@writersinoxford.org
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Hew steers clear of attributing blame for 

the war on Germany alone. 1914 shows 

how small countries can manipulate the 

larger powers which support them, he says, 

quoting Serbia and Russia. He wonders if 

there are lessons for today’s U.S. protection 

of Japan against China. We should learn 

from World War I how to produce coherent 

strategies to deal with crises in today’s 

world, for example in Syria and Palestine, 

which he notes were legacies of that war.  

On the home front, he regrets there was 

not more of a “revolutionary moment” 

after hostilities ceased. Deference 

continued in Britain, because people were 

fearful of revolution. But in Catholic 

Glasgow, the Red Poppy is today still 

rejected as a symbol of English Protestant 

domination. “Red Clydeside” staged a 

shipbuilding strike in the middle of the war. 

Hew said he had written 40,000 words 

about World War I for various journals in 

the six weeks before he met us. He studied 

Greek and Latin, and until recently 

considered his writing (done in longhand) 

was mannered. Now writing on the 

computer screen, “I strip everything away, 

with short sentences and fewer adjectives, 

but at least I was taught syntax and that’s 

valuable.”    

WORLD WAR I  … cont’d from p1 

Writers in Oxford conducted a survey among members to find 
out your experience of being published in e-book format. We 
asked whether your income rises or falls as a result, and what 
your general feelings are about the e-books option. 

The 14 responses ranged from extreme optimism to extreme 
pessimism. Here are some conclusions: 

 The most positive replies come from those with most e-
books on the market; 

 The number of e-book titles per author ranges from 57 
down to 1; 

 The most successful genre for e-books is fiction; 

 Publishers include traditional names as much as Amazon/
Kindle; 

 Not much evidence of self-publishing yet, though some 
definite expressions of interest; 

 Royalty rates overall higher than print books, but income 
usually lower. 

Excerpts from members’ comments: 

‘E-book revenue is the fastest growing segment of our revenue, 
and has been now for three years.’ 

‘E-books could well be the future. I did love the experience – 
quick, efficient. The editor came to my house.’ 

‘Within 2 days of finishing the book, it was on line, for sale.’ 

‘I plan to self-publish more ebooks.’ 

‘To be welcomed if new readers are attracted by lower prices.’ 

‘E-books will probably take over anyway, whatever we think.’ 

‘It's certainly not the way of the future for me, as many of us 
thought it would be.’ 

‘I feel the market is harder now than it was. I am not particularly 
optimistic.’ 

‘Ebooks are unlikely for my academic medical titles.’ 

‘Publisher set the ebook price too high: paperback reached 
Amazon no. 1 but the Kindle edition sold hardly any.’  

‘You can’t give a Kindle book to someone for Xmas.’ 

‘Print/ebook income is a supplement. Couldn’t live off either.’ 

 ‘So far no sign of a livelihood.’    

 ‘Find another career if you want to be well off!’ 

EBOOKS? YES AND NO 



 

 

PAGE  4   ______          __THE  OXFORD  WRITER 

JENNY LEWIS: POEMS ON MESOPOTAMIA 

Jenny Lewis launched her new Carcanet collection, 

Taking Mesopotamia, to an enthusiastic audience of 

Oxford Writers on April 8th.  ‘Mesopotamia’ means 

‘between two rivers’ (we have such a place in Oxford 

too) and is the ancient name for Iraq. 

The poems in this slender book were inspired by 

Jenny’s father, who was a very young officer stationed 

in Mesopotamia in the First World War.  He died when 

she was a baby so she knows him only through 

photographs and diaries. Some of them are 

reproduced here and some of the poems are written 

in his voice. 

Of course she is seeing him through the perspective of 

the attack on Iraq in 2003, and all the tragedies that 

followed: 

My name is Khwater Sadeq, when the war came 

we had terrible suffering, shelling from the air, 

explosions, tanks, suicide bombers: all the time 

fear for me and my seven sisters: after our mum 

and dad were killed by US bombs we came to the 

al-Zahara Organisation for Orphans: and now I 

try to throw my mind forward to school lessons, 

the joys of music and religious songs: to a future 

where I can walk to and from school in safety; 

where I can follow my computer studies in peace. 

Some of these poems appear in Arabic translations at 

the end of the book.  It’s a deeply moving collection 

which reminds me that I must read The Epic of 

Gilgamesh, another of Jenny’s inspirations, ‘whose 

themes of hubris, abuse of power and fear of death 

show us how little the world has changed in four 

thousand years’. 

— Merryn Williams                                  

THE FINANCIAL TIMES “GUTENBERG MOMENT” 

 NEW MEMBERS 
  Zoe Greave 

  Dan Holloway 

  Debbie Martin 

  Anita Matthias 

  Hugh McManners 

  Katie Paxton-Doggett 

  Jo Sandelson 

JUST PUBLISHED 

After WWII Margaret Thatcher 

was a research student at Oxford 

under the illustrious chemist and 

crystallographer Dorothy Hodg-

kin. They had diametrically op-

posed political beliefs and moral 

perspectives. This book is a fic-

tional account of their inter-

changes on subjects  from moth-

erhood to nationalisation, sexual 

mores and socialism. 
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The Financial Times has just gone through its “Gutenberg 

moment,” with digital revenues for the first time out-

stripping print, according to managing editor James La-

mont. 

Setting up a paywall for its internet news site was its big-

gest decision of the past decade. “It has guaranteed our 

survival. We are profitable and we can see our future,” 

he told journalists studying at the Reuters Institute in 

Oxford. 

Highlights from his talk: 

 Digital subscriptions are rising at an annual 31%. 
 
 The move to digital meant profits grew 17% last year 

on a revenue increase of only 1%. 

 

 Fastest growth is in mobile, which accounts for half 
of traffic to ft.com. 

 
 Print circulation continues to decline (to around 

240k), but is profitable because of cheaper print 

technology and rationalisation of distribution. “We 

want to keep print going.”  
 
 The proportion of revenues earned from content 

grows – now 63% compared with 37% for ads. “There 

is a secular decline in advertising, but we can now 

survive on subscriptions.” 
 
 Sales are predominantly in 1. Continental Europe 2. 

UK, 3. US. 4. Asia. “We are global.” 
 
 Web analytics show a “long tail of stories nobody 

reads.”  They are cutting down on those. 
 
 The Financial Times increased its journalist staff from 

450 to 611 between 2005 and 2011. Now there are 

571.  
 
 News stories on multiple platforms have become 

shorter. “Engagement,” “community” and 

“relevance” are the buzzwords. 

THE FINANCIAL TIMES “GUTENBERG MOMENT” 

The OXFORD WRITER ... 

is published by Writers In Oxford    

www.writersinoxford.org   

Editor: Marcus Ferrar 

marcus@ferrar.org.uk   

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. 

 SERVICES  

WiO member Anselm Audley offers 

structural editing and copy-editing 

in fiction (particularly historical, 

mystery, romance and science 

fiction) and non-fiction (history and 

geology).  

As a typesetter, he will turn your 

Word document into an ebook file 

and Createspace-ready PDF 

composed using the principles of 

classical typography.   

www.anselmaudley.com/

editorialservices              

anselm.audley@gmail.com 

http://www.anselmaudley.com/editorialservices
http://www.anselmaudley.com/editorialservices
mailto:anselm.audley@gmail.com
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               TEXTBOOKS IN DHAKA  

                                                By Brenda Stones 

We’re all constantly looking for markets and 
audiences for our writing, and so it’s particularly 
pleasing when a writing opportunity arises in an 
exotic location like Bangladesh. 

My last overseas writing assignment was nine 
years ago in Eritrea. Then suddenly, as if it was 
merely the following week, the same consultant 
asked if I was free to go to Bangladesh. I did the 
usual: doubting whether I had the right skills, 
wondering whether I minded being away so 
long, and fearing for my digestive tract; and then 
of course said Yes, because it sounded such a 
great opportunity.  

This new project is hosted by the National 
Curriculum and Textbook Board in Dhaka, and 
funded by our Department for International 
Development.  

Our task was to rewrite primary school 
textbooks with a more interactive approach, and 
to embed the skills of questioning and group 
work, instead of rote learning. I was allotted 
Social Sciences. I take their content on the 
geography, history and politics of Bangladesh, 
simplify the text and add better questions and 
activities, then seek approval for our work (the 
tricky bit).  

Which has made for a fraught and concentrated 
series of visits: from September 2013 I’ve been 
going for two weeks every two months, so I’m 
never less than six weeks away from another 
trip, due to last for a full year. Is it fun? Hardly 
the word I’d use, but stimulating and productive 
and satisfying and involving, very definitely. 

Dhaka is a nightmare of a city to get around: the 
traffic is fearful. Cycle rickshaws are quicker and 
more environmental, and at least you’re giving 
work to the poor pedal-pusher. If we can help 
raise the literacy rates, the intellectual curiosity, 
the employment prospects, it’s got to be 
worthwhile.  

       Bookselling in Dhaka: car window enterprise!  

 

INSIDE STORY HEADLINE 

TRANSFORMING SUMMERTOWN    

LIBRARY 

The Friends of Summertown Library are raising 
£400,000 to modernise Summertown Library. The 
Council has no money for it. Opposite  
above is  the present dreary  entrance. 
 
 

Opposite below is what it could look like.        → 
 
Remember what books have meant to you and 
your family? 
  
Please help by donating through 
www.summertownlibraryfriends.org    or Friends 
Chairman marcus@ferrar.org.uk.      
 

 

→ 

http://www.summertownlibraryfriends.org
mailto:marcus@ferrar.org.uk
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STOP PRESS: 

 

OVER THE WALL — WiO WALK 

Sheila Cameron led Writers in Oxford on another great walk 

on Saturday 3rd May. Starting at a pub in Stonesfield, over the 

wall into Blenheim Park and across the fields amongst the 

sheep to the far side, where the Black Prince awaited us with 

drinks and food alongside a dabbling stream.   

Then back again, for the hardy. Easy-going countryside, but we 

knew we had been out. Perfect company and a good six hours 

to discuss the meaning of the world. More expeditions are in 

the works.       

Hugh Thomson, a member of 

Writers in Oxford, won the inaugu-

ral Thwaites Wainwright Prize for 

Nature and Travel Writing  with his 

book depicted above. £5,000 goes 

to the winner. More in next issue... 
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SPINE-TINGLING LEAD-UP TO A THRILLER 

We’re sitting agog 48 hours before Helen Giltrow’s 

thriller is published. It’s her first book, and signs are it’ll 

be a resounding success. But we’re dealing with a thriller, 

so you never know if there won’t be a sudden turn in the 

plot.  “We’re waiting to see how it’ll be received. Nobody 

knows. Publishers can’t control responses. I’ve been told: 

don’t go anywhere. I have to say where I am every day.” 

But as becomes apparent in her talk to Writers in Oxford, 

she is on a path all authors dream of. Orion will bring out 

the book in the U.K., Doubleday in the U.S. and Random 

House in Canada. Her agent has sold eight translation 

rights. The book is called The Distance, an apt title for a 

work she first started in 2001. Eight years of her parents 

sinking into Alzheimer’s and “people dying” hindered her 

from moving on until 2009.  

Two years later, she draws up a target list of six agents, 

sends excerpts to four, rewriting them specially so they 

end with a new cliff-hanger. Then she sends the full 

manuscript and is asked by two to meetings. One says 

she has done a detailed analysis with extensive notes. 

“She was gauging my response. ‘Could you do a rewrite?’ 

‘Absolutely!’ We talked for three hours.” 

The second agent gives a sales pitch for the agency, and 

says they would have a two-day meeting about content 

later if they worked together. Helen chooses the first. 

She knows already she has to make changes, and as it 

happens, they coincide with those the agent wants. She 

has to cut two weeks out of the timeframe and take out 

repetitive scenes.  

She sends it off again just before the 2012 London Book 

Fair, when deals are done. It’s Friday and the agent says 

that’s fine but she needs more changes by Wednesday, 

but she’s out of touch till Monday evening so can’t say 

what. Over the following 36 hours, Helen has to move a 

“reveal” back 300 pages. Their agent sends it to  

crime editors and within 48 hours she gets calls saying 

“maybe we’re interested, let us know if somebody 

bids.”  

We’re on the edge of our seats. And then? One 
publisher breaks ranks and makes a bid, then there’s 48 
hours for others to decide, and five more come in. So 
does the highest bidder win? “No, the author decides, 
and in my case I went for Orion because of the editor.”  

Did she always agree to requested changes? “I had my 
own mental check list of what needed changing. You 
know what comments are worth taking seriously. If I 
felt it would be a completely different book, I just 
ignored them.” 

And the book?  Well, if you sitting comfortably, this is 
how it begins:  

There’s blood in my hair. Twelve hours and there’s still 
blood in my hair.          

—  Marcus Ferrar 


