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THE VIEW FROM MY DESK — by Janie Hampton

When I finished writing the biography of Joyce Grenfell,

On the shelves above my computer are the books I might

my mind was overflowing with facts, dates and details. I

want instantly – addresses, diary, dictionary, and some I just

needed to do something practical, an activity that

like looking at, such as 14 volumes of Chamber’s

required a different kind of concentration. Not being

Encyclopaedia. Two other walls are filled with shelves

much good at carpentry, constructing a fitted desk

crammed tight with books and on the floor are piles of

seemed an ideal way of expunging three years’ research.

papers, always waiting to be sorted. A few years ago, when

The perfect place to put it was in the corner of my first-

the shelves overflowed and the piles began to topple, I

floor study between two windows: one facing south, the

designed a staggered staircase up to the attic and filled it

other west. My skills were stretched and my brain

with more bookshelves. They soon filled up too.

emptied as I sawed, drilled and screwed my new desk,

Looking out of the South window, I decided it needed to
be extended into a full-length window.
→ PAGE 3

complete with a sliding shelf for my keyboard.

ARE THERE ENOUGH GRANNIES IN PICTURE BOOKS?
There are more grannies

reading, as the parents are

single aged grandparent

around these days, as they’re

out earning that extra salary.

depicted as a lone eccentric

living longer writes Brenda

But has the image of grannies who needed looking after.

Stones; and more young-

in children’s books kept up

Little Red Riding Hood had to

looking grannies now that 70

with the reality of today?

take a basket of goodies to

is the new 50. Also, more

Back in the days of children’s

her granny, who was

grannies are helping with

classics, there might be a

vulnerable to lupine cold-

childcare and children’s

callers.
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But there’s a more worrying trend in boys’ books, where Terry

Heidi’s grandfather, a

Pratchett and Anthony Horowitz perpetuate the image of the

mountain-dwelling recluse,

‘evil witch’. More benevolent is David Walliams’ best-selling

became less grumpy after

Gangsta Granny, who goes out on burgling missions and stashes

the capable Heidi moved in.

her loot in a biscuit tin.

Then from early in the twentieth century we began
to get pairs of homely grandparents, like Milly Molly
Mandy’s grandma who teaches her to knit, and her

The most poignant role for grandparents in children’s books is

grandpa who takes his vegetables to market on a

that they die, to introduce children to the idea of mortality and

pony. Katie Morag has two grandmothers who have

loss. Mike Rosen tells how Harrybo’s Grandad fell dead on

adopted different life styles; and Alfie’s Grandma is

Paddington Station, which makes Harrybo’s mates suddenly treat

the kind of benevolent family figure we associate

him with sympathy. And most movingly of all, John Burningham’s

with gingerbread and treats when you go to stay,

Granpa leaves behind a host of magical memories for his little

who gives you a hug when your parents are too busy

granddaughter, but ultimately just an empty green armchair…

to listen.

_______

JAIPUR LITERARY FESTIVAL
I'm writing on the plane returning from JLF, writes Rosemary

Napper. If you don’t know what this is yet, then read on! And put it
in your diary for next January – the Jaipur Literary Festival 2017.
JLF begins at 10 in sunshine that drops to a desert chill by 6.15, when
you wander off, all rugged up, to outdoor concerts and play readings
Authors and illustrators start to give grannies more

in spectacular settings such as the Amber Fort lit in hot pink, neon

active roles. Oxford Reading Tree’s Gran goes off on

orange, viridian green and ruby red - reachable by elephant, pony

her motorbike and has adventures, and Babette Cole’s

cart, cycle rickshaw, tuktuk or uber taxi.

Gran is pretty eccentric, but still with the stereotypical
grey bun. In Roald Dahl’s Charlie and the Chocolate
Factory, Grandpa Joe gets up to fairly energetic antics
too, despite his age of 96 ½ .

JLF is set in the shady gardens of the Diggi Palace hotel with 4
canopied outdoor spaces and 2 durbar halls. Filling these spaces with
world-class stimulation were panels or pairings of writers, who were
cheered like rockstars – and all free for five glorious days. The
relaxed dialogue style leads to spontaneity in the most introverted.
And what writers – Margaret Attwood, Colm Toibin, Sunil Khilnani,
Alexander Mcall Smith, Anurhada Roy, Patrick French, Ben McIntyre,
Christina Lamb, Naomi Alderman, Don McCullin, Stephen Fry, Helen
Mac Donald, Anita Nair, Blake Morrison, Meera Syal, Ester Freud,
Marlon James, Armistead Maupin and photographer Steve McCurry.
→ NEXT PAGE
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JAIPUR … cont’d FROM previous PAGE
The strength of the Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi
contributions was mind-expanding, and the minority of white
folk in the audiences heartening.
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VIEW FROM MY DESK CONT’D FROM PAGE 1
The construction of that was a severe test of my marriage.
The sliding French window arrived in many unlabelled
pieces, with instructions translated from Chinese. ‘Make

Memorable was a session entitled 'Selfie' on memoirs,

the several parts (B) to commit inwards besides themselves

permeated by the reflectiveness of Helen Macdonald, and

(Y).’ By committing ourselves to extreme patience, both

Armistead Maupin talking of finding your logical as well as

the window and the marriage held firm.

your biological family. Margaret Macmillan found empathy
for the memsahib in her researches into the lives of
expatriate women in India.

The new window looks over the back garden, in summer a
jumble of artichokes, raspberries and rambling roses.
Skittling between the vegetable beds are our moving

For his talk about the Arab world, I thank Peter Frankopan for

flowers – coloured Peking, Frizzle and Mille-fleur bantams.

changing my sense of the centre of the world. When

The Indian runner ducks compete with robins and

audiences in India hear something they like they clap and

blackbirds for grubs in the soil.

cheer - I chimed in too when the Islamic feminist Mona

In spring, the view is filled with a blaze of bridal white pear

Eltahawy said 'the most subversive thing a woman can do is

and blushing pink apple blossom, followed by the intense

talk about her life as if it really matters’. And Ghirish Karnand

blue of wisteria cascading over a self-seeded ash tree. In

shared ancient knowledge supporting gossips – not circulating

the winter, beyond the tangle of oak and silver birch

stories makes people ill, so they need to share a story to

branches, I can see Temple Cowley Pool. Many a paragraph

recover!

was untangled in my mind as I swam up and down the slow

The festival is outstanding for its discussions with some of the

lane. But that’s history now: the pool has closed, soon to

world's best minds within an Indian cultural framework. The

be replaced with flats.

conversations I engaged in over chai and aloo pappad chaat

To the left is the tower of Oxfordshire History Centre. Built

with old Indian friends and new acquaintances were

by Lord Nuffield as St Luke’s Church in 1938, by 2000 it was

thoughtful and enriching.

redundant. Now it’s a quiet place in which to research

So book the five hundred quid flight, and stay cheaply in the

local history, where I discovered that my house was built in

haveli which inspired the Marigold Hotel films

1929, and belonged to a vet called Mr Snodgrass.

checkin@khatuhaveli.com. What better to do for under a

Through the West window I can see squirrels leaping

thousand pounds?

through a beech tree, wheeling red kites, down Cowley hill
_______

DON’T FORGET …
Annual General Meeting
Thursday 26 May, 7pm for 7.30pm

to the dreaming spires and beyond the city to Boar’s Hill.
The wall opposite has a large whiteboard with scribbled
ideas, lists and reminders. Many of these have spilled onto
the surrounding glass-framed drawings of a Norfolk lane, a
Russian monastery and the 1908 Olympics. In the

The Plough, Wolvercote, OX2 8BD

afternoon, a myriad of ‘camera obscura’ images of the sun,

Meet fellow members over free drinks and nibbles, and offer

formed in the tiny gaps between the leaves, appear

ideas and inspirations to make WiO even better. We'll repeat

dancing on the wall.

the Book Slam, so bring your new publications to talk about!

As the sun sets, I spot my husband wandering down the

Summer Party - 29 July, from 6.30 pm

garden to the bay tree, carrying a bottle of wine and two

24 St. Margaret’s Road, OX2 6RX

glasses. It is time to leave my desk and join him in the view.
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MOGFORD FOOD & DRINK SHORT STORY PRIZE 2016
Martin Pevsner, an Oxford author who lives on Cowley Road, has won the 2016 Mogford Food & Drink Short
Story Prize. Julie Summers interviewed the founder, Jeremy Mogford.
Jeremy is a passionate man: passionate about life,

these has coalesced into a literary prize for food and drink

passionate about his work and equally so about the annual

in his adopted city.

prize he set up in 2013 to encourage short story writing on
the subject of food and drink. The prize money is generous
by any measure: £7,500 to the winning entry of a short
story of 2,500 words. But why this prize and why this
subject matter?

Food and drink features in literature from the earliest days,
from the wedding feast at Cana to Oliver Twist’s bowl of
gruel; Alice in Wonderland gatecrashes the Mad Hatter’s
tea party; Proust experiences a moment of exquisite
pleasure and is transported to the past when he dips a

The answer lies in Mogford’s career. After leaving university

Madeleine into his tea. Heidi enjoys a Swiss raclette while

he set up Browns Restaurant and Bar in Brighton in 1973.

Moby-Dick celebrates clam and cod chowder. The examples

Browns expanded into other cities including Oxford,

go on and on, so that it becomes almost impossible to recall

Cambridge, Bristol and London. He and his partner, John

a work of literature that does not contain a salient

Mayhew, went on to acquire Rules in London, which

reference to food and drink. Philip Pullman’s His Dark

Mayhew now runs solo. Mogford moved to Oxford in 1976

Materials opening chapter is entitled ‘The Decanter of

and has used the city as his base ever since. He was

Tokay’, which contains a lethal dose of poison. It is certainly

inspired, he explained, by the idea of good, simple food in

not the only drink to be laced with an invisible, odourless

convivial surroundings. During the early years of Browns he

substance. However it was a whiff of wee that crystallised

would regularly visit La Coupole, a vast brasserie dating

the idea in Mogford’s mind for the short story prize. His son

from the 1920s on the boulevard du Montparnasse in Paris.

Thomas, author of crime novels set in the Mediterranean,

He recalls an elderly man using a stick, wandering around

wrote a short story published in The Field about asparagus,

the tables talking to the diners. ‘Who is that?’ he enquired

with its extraordinary quality that means its scent is

of a waiter, ‘ah, that is Monsieur le Patron’ came the reply.

detected in urine within ten minutes of eating a single

Le Patron had been a presence in the restaurant over many

spear. ‘Why not a prize for food and drink writing, launched

years and then on one visit he was not there. Mogford

in Oxford? I have lived here since 1976, the city has been

enquired where he was and received the answer that the

very good to me and my family and I wanted to give

old man had fallen to the floor and died in the restaurant a

something back. Something with longevity and which

few months earlier, at the venerable age of 94. La Coupole

celebrates excellence.’ Mogford has already been a

had been le Patron’s life, and the secret of his longevity is

generous donor to Oxford’s literary scene: it was his

that he never lost his passion for the restaurant and the

financial support that helped to revive the Oxford Literary

clientele who enjoyed its unique atmosphere. Longevity is a

Festival in 1995 and his support for the festival continued

word that resonates with Jeremy Mogford and one that he

for two decades.

hopes will be associated not only with his hotels and
restaurants in Oxford, which include The Old Parsonage,
The Old Bank Hotel, Gee’s and Quod, but with his prize for
food and drink writing. When we met in the beautiful new
library upstairs in the Old Parsonage I was struck by the
comfortable combination of books, art, conversation and
excellent coffee. It is easy to see why Mogford’s passion for

The Mogford Prize is now in its fourth year and is one of the
top 25 literary prizes in the country. At a time when
average writers’ incomes are so low they make headlines, it
is a welcome fillip to see a prize that is intended to reward
great work and to go on doing so annually. The Mogford
Prize is here to stay and its founder is determined to see it
grow both in terms of its recognition and reach.
→ next PAGE
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MOGFORD PRIZE - cont’d FROM previous PAGE
In affirming his serious commitment, Mogford recruited Rick

Festival. The authors were put up in Oxford and well looked

Stein and Lawrence Norfolk, author of John Saturnall's

after during their stay. But there is more: besides a cheque

Feast, as guest judges for 2016. He says: ‘I want to

to the winner of £7,500, the winning short story is published

encourage and attract the very best writers to take part in

in a slim volume, copies of which are placed in the bedrooms

the prize. It is about celebrating and using food as the

of both The Old Parsonage and the Old Bank to be enjoyed,

inspiration for a story which can also include other

and often taken away, by overnight guests. In creating and

elements, such as crime for example.’ Food and drink are

supporting this award, Jeremy Mogford has added a rich

components but they can be used like a twist of lime in a gin

jewel to the literary prize crown for now and for the future.

and tonic, to add flavour and fragrance but not necessarily

The Mogford Prize for Food and Drink Writing is open to any

to dominate.

writer, published or unpublished, from anywhere in the

‘Above all, it should be fun,’ Mogford concludes. The shortlisted authors were invited to the annual Quod party at the
Old Bank Hotel during the FT Weekend Oxford Literary

world. It must be in English and up to 2,500 words long.
Future entries should be submitted by email as a Word
document to shortstoryprize@mogford.co.uk.

HOW TRUE IS YOUR BIOGRAPHY? - Robert Bullard
How much do you ponder the authenticity and accuracy of

Maggie Black, the meeting's other speaker, asked 'Are history

biographies? Maybe you should query them rather more – or

and biography the same?' from which two questions followed.

certainly think about it – suggests the WiO biographer, David

First, are people the cause of events or the product of

Wilkinson.

evolution, trends, etc.? (Today, she says, people are more

A few years ago David embarked on writing a series of books on
people instrumental in environmental issues, the first of which,
on Kenneth Allsop, was published in 2015. The challenges of his
work has got him thinking. So much so that he addressed the

willing to accept the former.) Second, what degree of
understanding do we need of the period of history we are
writing, and how do we interpret it, if there are no records,
photographs, nor journals, etc.

question 'How true is your biography?' at a meeting of the WiO Maggie (whose compelling biography of her great grandfather
biography subgroup, which he coordinates, in February.
"Biography, autobiography and memoir should be trying to tell
the truth," says David. But from his writing experience to date,
it is easy to slip into intentional and unintentional half-truths.
Intentionally, writers may use direct speech (we know who he
means!) or engage in deliberate deception (e.g. William Boyd's

will be published later this year) stressed that the search for
'truth' requires understanding the context. Using primary
source material is her undoubted preference – although it
leaves out what we are assumed to know in terms of the laws
of the time, news, trends, etc. – whereas secondary sources
'can't 'get under the skin'.

Nat Tate). Unintentionally, they may be selective in their

As the inexperienced biographer in the room, but fan of the

material, in order to provide coherence; have an axe to grind

genre, it is clear there is more flexibility in biographies than

(either unconsciously or consciously); or downplay the

many readers consider. As you turn the pages, you can think

contributions of others. There also may be gaps in their sources' about the biographer's objectives for the book; their ethical
knowledge – which can increase over time and e.g. if based on

stance (e.g. what they do about unknowns); their writing style

diaries that were written late at night (should fans of Tony Benn (do they lean to the style of the day or follow their preference,
take note?). Even the apparently most qualified are not be

and how scholarly is their work); and what do they do about

trusted at times. 'He lied like an eye-witness' is the historian's

gaps in their knowledge – and do they admit them?

warning and Russian proverb.
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THE VIEW FROM BLACKWELL’S

WELCOME TO NEW MEMBERS

Independent bookshops are going through a renaissance
and there is optimism again about selling physical books,

Susan Grenfell is a writer of school text books, specialising in

says Euan Hirst, a Blackwell’s manager.
“After having to fight for our lives, bookshops have
improved, but we need to do better still and really thrive,”
he tells Writers in Oxford.
Faced with Amazon, bookshops have developed greater
awareness what people value when they walk in.
“Bookshops are good for browsing – look at that bay of
150 books – you can scan them quickly,” says Euan.
New segmentation of displays can work wonders. José Luis
Garcia-Lopez sells better after being re-classified from
general to Latin American fiction. Sales of translated
fiction in general are going through the roof, and
Blackwell’s is allotting it more space.
Jacket design has helped print books sell better, and the
best designers have learned much about the psychology
involved. “A great jacket can be powerful and help sales.
Conversely, a poor jacket can kill a book. But the most that
a jacket can do is persuade people to take the book in their
hands. It can’t turn a rubbish book into a great one.”
Euan says booksellers should make more imaginative use
of metadata (online information aiding discoverability).
“We need to be able to find it when a customer says ‘I am
looking for a book about a girl on a train.’ And if she adds
‘it has a blue cover’, that information should be stored
too.”
Blackwell’s likes authors who actively promote their books,
and it stages more than 400 events a year. It stocks a
number of self-published books, some selling very
successfully. “But there is an emotional difference with
authors who self-publish. For them their book may be their
life’s work, while for a book-seller it is one among a million.
Both sides need to recognise this. Experimental stuff is
exciting, but there is also dross.”
Authors offering a book to Blackwell’s should make clear
who it is for, and preferably it should be available through
a wholesaler and have an ISBN number. Print on Demand
enables small print runs, but has yet to fulfil its promise,
since booksellers cannot return such books if unsold and
quality is “not there yet.” - Marcus Ferrar

religious studies.
Clare-Marie Grigg is a journalist and ghost writer who has
written for The Independent, Elle magazine and Imperica. She
has recently returned from Newfoundland.
James Harrison writes on history, popular music and mind-body
-spirit and runs the self-publishing imprint Oxfordfolio.
Julia Miles is a psychodynamic counsellor who specialises in
memoirs. She has recently published The Ambassador’s Wife’s
Tale.
Daniel Nolan writes on history and has his own publishing
company, Malbay Publishing. A recent book is Clippers: The
Ships that Shaped the World.
Yash Tandon specialises in geopolitics and political economy.
His book, Trade is War, focuses on Africa and has been
described by Noam Chomsky as ‘an impressive study’.
Jacquie Walton is a crime writer who uses the pseudonyms
Faith Martin, Joyce Cato and Maxine Barry. In 2015, she
published Work of a narrow mind and An unholy whiff of death.

A NOVEL IN A MONTH ? - Sheila Cameron
Aged 8, I won a poetry prize from a famous author, and
decided to write a whole book when I grew up. ‘Book’ meant a
story book - poetry and management books did not feature on
the 8 year-old mental landscape.
I have yet to fulfil this ambition. If (enormous IFFFFF) my
current project is behind me by then, I might live dangerously
and tackle the unfinished business. I am considering joining
NaNoWriMo (http://nanowrimo.org/) and spending November
writing a novel - 50K words, absolutely from scratch in 30 days.
Simpler, I could join any local fellow-masochists/crazies who
share the same ambition. Are there any other-wannabenovelists who would like to join the struggle and support and
keep each other sane during the month? Meets or shared
writing sessions in pubs/cafes/houses should sustain
enthusiasm and progress during a tough month. Email
sheilacx333@gmail.com if you are faintly interested.
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PROLIFIC OXFORD WRITERS - JUST PUBLISHED
Ann Spokes Symonds: Havens Across the Sea (updated edition).
About 120 Oxford children, including Ann herself, who were
evacuated to the United States and Canada in July 1940.

Barbara Lorna Hudson: Timed Out. A first novel about an older
woman who is trying to turn her life around after she retires.

Griselda Heppel: The Tragickall History of Henry Fowst has been
nominated in the Children's section of the Spring Collection of The
People's Book Prize 2016, Patron, Frederick Forsyth CBE; Founding
Patron, the late Beryl Bainbridge DBE. You can vote on its web site!

Sylvia Vetta: Brushstrokes in Time, about which she spoke at the
Oxford Literary Festival. Memoir of a fictional heroine, set against the
dramatic events of twentieth century Chinese history.

Marcus Ferrar: The Fight For Freedom. About a controversial
struggle which started 2,500 years ago and has enriched mankind.

Sonia Scott Fleming: Miss Elaine E. Usbits & Short Stories. A
collection of more than 30 of her short stories.
The OXFORD WRITER ...

Merryn Williams: her play DOPPELGANGER,
about Wilfred Owen and the German poet

is published by Writers In Oxford
www.writersinoxford.org

Gerrit Engelke, set in the last days of World War

Editor: Marcus Ferrar

One, is to have its first reading by professionals

marcus@ferrar.org.uk

in Oxford Town Hall on Saturday 14th May.

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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ELIZABETH EDMONDSON 1948-2016
by Jean Buchanan
Witty, vibrant, elegant Lizzy Edmondson has left us all too
soon at the age of 67. She was taken into the John
Radcliffe Hospital just before New Year, having felt
increasingly unwell, and died of pancreatic cancer on 11th
January.
Lizzy wrote about 30 novels and a dozen or so novellas, a
stunning achievement, given that her first novels were
published in the mid-1990s when she had two school-age
children.
Lizzy had a publishing background. After university and a
brief brush with the civil service, she got a job at
Macmillan. That was where she met her husband, art
historian and translator Paul Aston. They left Macmillan
and launched their own business producing EFL textbooks.
Then Lizzy started writing novels, beginning under the
name Elizabeth Pewsey with a series of six comic novels
about the Mountjoy family, and also four fantasy novels
for children.
As Elizabeth Edmondson, she wrote ‘vintage
mysteries’ (her term for them) which were set in the
1920s to 1950s, and featured intriguing combinations of
skulduggery, sabotage, eccentricity, glamour, secret
jealousies, general dirty work including murder, and
several dashes of romance, in picturesque continental or
historic English locations. Hence titles such as The Villa in
Italy, The Villa on the Riviera, Voyage of Innocence, The
Frozen Lake...
Under her married name, Elizabeth Aston, Lizzy wrote
very popular Jane Austen continuations, always with
Darcy in the title. She was well qualified to write these,
having read English at Oxford and studied the period in
detail. She had been named, at her father’s insistence,
after the heroine of Pride and Prejudice, which is why she
was Lizzy with a –y.
I first met Lizzy at Oxford in the late 1960s, when we were
undergraduates at St Hilda’s College, in the days when
there were 27 men’s colleges in the University, and five
women’s colleges. Lizzy was vastly more sophisticated
than the rest of us. She had an international background - born in Chile to an Argentine mother and a journalistturned-diplomat father from Cumbria. She spoke Spanish.
She had been educated in Santiago, Calcutta and England.
As a little girl she had been a playmate of the young Julian
Fellowes, and had been dandled on the knee of the traitor
Donald Maclean, then a civil servant, before he defected
to Russia with Guy Burgess.

So is it any wonder that she wrote novels featuring
mystery, crime, espionage and romance against
aristocratic, historic or exotic backdrops?
Her children, Anselm and Eloise, both Oxford alumni and
both now also writers, speak of family mealtimes filled
with discussion of plots, characters, structure and
atmosphere as they grew up, living with their parents in
various parts of England (Cumbria, York, Bath, Wells,
Sherborne) and then in Italy (Lake Bolsena, Rome and
Lucca).
When her husband Paul died in 2011, Lizzy found it
difficult to get back to writing. She moved back to
Oxford, regained control of her backlist, and e-booked it.
She returned gloriously to full power as a writer with A
Man of some Repute and A Question of Inheritance, the
first two novels in a ‘Very English Mystery’ series set, with
a 1950s Cold War background, in and around the
fictitious town of Selchester (probably in Wiltshire), and
published in 2015 by Thomas & Mercer, Amazon’s own
imprint. The blurb describes them as Downton Abbey
meets Agatha Christie meets Le Carré. They became
bestsellers on both sides of the Atlantic, and Lizzy was
working on the third novel in the series when she died.
This will now be completed by her son Anselm, who
writes as Anselm Audley and is a former Writer in Oxford.
Lizzy and I spent many hours wrangling over the
characters and plots of her Selchester novels, and our
discussions were usually accompanied by coffee, cake,
lunch, tea, or cocktails, as appropriate. With Lizzy, you
always learned something new, and probably laughed at
it as well. I shall miss her very much.

