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ROBERT BULLARD, WiO Chair: The winners of our
WiO Young Oxfordshire Writers Competition

were announced at the Anniversary Party, held at
Balliol College, on 17 November 2017.

"This writing competition is the start and not the end
of a process,” declared Robert, reminding members that
the competition's 25 winners were being given two
years’ free membership to WiO. “And through their
membership,” he said, “I hope that WiO and its
members will support and encourage them in their

writing; and that they in turn will give WiO ideas for
attracting younger members.”
     Lorna Fergusson then presented cheques to the
five cash prize winners (above, from left: Lindsey Cohick,
Coral Dalitz, Gabriel Schenk, Sarah Jones, Alexander
Schickell ). You can read about them in the pullout
section in this issue. A separate ‘Welcome to WiO’
evening, for all 25 competition winners, was held on 
28 November.

JANE CAMMACK: Cast your mind back to mid-October 2017. The
well-read are assembling with glasses of wine and bowls of chips in

the private room of the King’s Arms. There is nervous tension in the air. 

I and five other five panellists have three minutes to slam or praise the six
books in contention for the UK’s most prestigious 

The complete text of Robert’s Balliol speech is available
online at the WiO website. 

Continued page 3



2

BURNS NIGHT
Thursday 25 January, 6.00 pm
98 Corn Street, Witney OX28 6BU
By the S1/S1 bus stop, service every 10 minutes
Jane Cammack is generously hosting a traditional
Burns Night: haggis, tatties and neaps and recital of
Burns poetry.
Members and guests £5 each on arrival. 
RSVP beforehand essential to: 
jane.cammack@libero.it.

AUTHOR TALK: JAMES ATTLEE ON GUERNICA
Monday 5 February, 7.00 pm for 7.30 pm
Upstairs at St Aldate’s Tavern, OX1 1BU
James Attlee on Guernica: Painting the End of the World.
In conversation with Emma Ridgway, Head of
Programme at Modern Art Oxford. James worked in art
publishing for two decades, including ten years at Tate
London. He is also author of the acclaimed Isolarion: A
Different Oxford Journey, Nocturne: A Journey in Search of
Moonlight and Station to Station. 
Members free; guests £5.00. 
RSVP email: brendastones40@hotmail.com

PRACTICAL SESSION: ROSEMARY NAPPER ON
CREATIVITY
Tuesday 20 February, 7.00 pm for 7.30pm
Room 62, Kellogg College, 62 Banbury Rd, 
Oxford OX2 6PN
Looking for inspiration, or fresh ideas? WiO member
Rosemary Napper, an experienced coach and trainer,
guides us through creativity . An interactive session,
with members of Oxford Writers’ House also attending. 
Members only
RSVP email robert@perfecttext.org to book a place. 

BODLEIAN LECTURE: THE ILLUMINATORS’ CRAFT
Wednesday 28 February, 1.00 pm-1.45 pm
Lecture Theatre, Weston Library, Broad St, Oxford
Dr Holly James-Maddocks of the University of York
explores the role of the medieval illuminator in the
contexts of production, providing an introduction to
the techniques employed, the types of texts typically
ornamented, and the various functions of the images
that were used.
Free, but book tickets on Bodleian website and meet
for coffee in the Bodleian café afterwards.

Sage advice (above) from Victorian times: do not read
while attempting to punt on the Cherwell. 

The OXFORD WRITER is published by: 
Writers in Oxford 
www.writersinoxford.org

Editor: David Jefferis dmjefferis@me.com

Email me: With information on your new projects or
titles, with publishing details. Article suggestions are
welcome. 400-500 words fills a column. 
Views in this newsletter are those of the writers
concerned, not of Writers in Oxford. 

WiO members are welcome to join our Facebook group.
You can also go to the WiO page, which is open to
anyone, and is a good way to promote your work.

Group: www.facebook.com/groups/writersinoxford
Page: www.facebook.com/writersinoxford
Email a question: lorna.fergusson@zen.co.uk 
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Not the Man Booker

A warm welcome to
new members

From page 1

AUTHOR TALK: JULIET HESLEWOOD AND DIANE
SETTERSFIELD
Tuesday 6 March, 7pm for 7.30pm
Wadham Room, King’s Arms, Broad St, OX1 3SP
Two new members of Writers in Oxford present their
well acclaimed novels. Juliet Heslewood, after writing
many books on art, researched the life of the Brontes
for Mr Nicholls. 
Diane Setterfield, a former lecturer in French, is author
of The Thirteenth Tale and Bellman and Black, described
by reviewers as gothic mysteries.
Members free; guests £5.
RSVP Email brendastones40@hotmail.com 

COUNTRY WALK: LED BY DAVID WILKINSON 
Saturday 17 March 
An appropriate route will be selected nearer the time.
For now, just register your interest and you will be
informed of joining instructions in due course.
RSVP Email dwilkosta@btinternet.com 

SOCIAL EVENING
Friday 20 April, from 6.30 pm
5 Leckford Place, Oxford OX2 6JB
Maggie Stearn hosts an evening of wine, finger food
and chat with friends old and new.
Members free; guests £5.
RSVP email margaretstearn@doctors.org.uk

Claudia Fornari specialises in novels and legal
translations. Her books are published in Italy and
Poland, most recently The true story of the miserable
Federico Perchetti, Edizioni Efesto, 2017. 

Ingrid Thomas specialises in conchology. Her work
includes The Shell: A World of Decoration and Ornament,
Thames & Hudson, 2007.

We are sad to report the untimely death of Clare-Marie Grigg, who passed away in June 2017, after a two-year
battle with cancer - a lively and spirited individual, so unfortunate to die so young. She joined Writers in Oxford
only a couple of years ago, but she and her husky dog, Chinook, were well remembered after they came on a
WiO walk in 2015.  She had worked as a journalist in Canada, and more recently a copywriter in the UK, but
was planning to write a novel, Move to Oxford, and had kindly agreed to be a judge in our writing competition. 

prize – The Man Booker. In the audience, Fiona and
Anne are waiting in a corner. They have read the
shortlist and much of the long list. They will notice if
there are any inaccuracies and question the speaker. 
     We are told before proceedings begin that George
Saunders' Lincoln in the Bardo is the 6/4 favourite, but
Ali Smith’s Autumn is the commercial winner. Prizes are
a lottery as are the vagaries of taste, this year’s short
list summarised as a collection of ‘unique and intrepid
books that collectively push against the borders of
convention’. There are three American writers, two
British, one UK/Pakistani, and two debut novels. 
     Cherry Mosteshar, the bravest of the panel, chose
Paul Auster’s thousand-page 4 3 2 1. Both History of
Wolves by Emily Fridlund, and Elmet by Fiona Mozeley,
are about solitary children in solitary places with lives
exacerbated by the violence of adults. Elmet was
described as stark, poetic and bloody. History of Wolves
as a chilling meditation. Both Beatrice and Dennis
spoke passionately.
     Exit West by Mohsin Hamid is a dystopian novel of
migrants and refugees. The novel is strongest in its
documentation of life during war. Mike did not seem
impressed by its narrative grip. Autumn is set in the
worst times of Brexit Britain. It is an elegy for lost
connections, describing political and environmental
doom and being displaced in your own country. Alison’s
eloquence swayed many people, but what of Lincoln in
the BardoI? Saunders weaves prose with fragments of
letters and reports. The theme is responsibility that
comes with power, the irony being Abraham Lincoln
grieving for his son, while many die in civil war. It was
not a book that suits all tastes, but I loved it. It was
funny and moving… and it won the 2017 Man Booker.

WiO thanks the wonderful reviewers: Alison Boulton, Jane
Cammack, Beatrice Crawford, Dennis Hamley, Cherry
Mosteshar and Mike Philbin.
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How can you be found?

I was fascinated at the 2017 Society of Authors’ AGM
to find that whether panel discussions were
addressing traditionally-published or self-published
titles, a common topic was that of the thorny,
enduring challenge of discoverability in a world of
‘noise’. How in this era of mass communication and
digital publication are we writers to make our voices
heard and invite readers to discover our books? 

Joining a group promotion
Back in February I was invited to join eleven other
women writers
in a group
promotion of
our novels. This
joint activity
meant we could
pool our talents
and share our
individual
audiences, to the
benefit of all. We
posted on one
another’s blogs
and we sent out
to our own
email lists. We
had tweets,
hashtags and
beautiful
banners. We
knew, as a group,
that readers on
our own lists
would be likely
to be interested
in the stories the others were publishing.

Book promotion site
To magnify the effect, we signed up with Instafreebie,
one of the book promotion sites. If you do this

strategically, by using the 30-day free trial of the paid
version, you can not only make people aware of your
book but harvest their names and emails for your
mailing list. This is such an important thing to do – you
cultivate a relationship with your readers through
newsletters and offers (though you never swamp them
with such as they will unsubscribe). That relationship
will lead to sales of future books. 

Mailing to the masses
If you’re running a group promotion, Instafreebie will
include it in their email to thousands of their
subscribers. In a matter of days during the promotion
my list grew by 340 people. A great result! If you have
writer friends who are writing in the same genre or

targeting the
same audience,
then a shared
promotion is
definitely worth
considering.

Instafreebie,
and Bookfunnel
(which I prefer)
are changing
and expanding
their services
all the time. Do
consider using
them, not just
as part of group
promotions, but
to upload books
you can send to
people for free
as ARCs to
garner feedback
and reviews.
Readers are

provided with a link to your book and can choose to
download it in the form that best suits them.

You can explore what these services have to offer at:
https://instafreebie.com    https://bookfunnel.com

LORNA FERGUSSON: tackling the discoverability
of books, trialling the results of group
promotions and book giveaways.

The home pages of two useful sites, BookFunnel and InstaFreebie



MARCUS FERRAR: When I returned to live in
England seven years ago, you can imagine my

astonishment at finding that Oxford, of all places, was
about to close all its public libraries except one. 

Together with my wife, I stamped through snowstorms
in Summertown to
gather signatures on a
petition to prevent the
closures. That was when
I realised that people
here do love books –
real, tangible books. 
Philip Pullman and
Colin Dexter lambasted
the Council as
philistines, and young
mothers with their
creative children staged
colourful protests
outside County Hall
before television cameras.
Result: ignominious defeat for Council leaders, who
had foolishly proclaimed that people only want to read
ebooks nowadays.  All libraries remain open. 

Raising money
Summertown’s however is pretty run down, and the
Council told us that for the foreseeable future they
would have no funds to modernise it. In view of the
widespread cuts enforced on social services, we had to
accept this, so we set about raising £90,000 to finance
its renovation. Six years later, we are nearly there, and
if all goes well our library will be transformed by
autumn 2018. 

A guide for users
The library still basically functions, so why bust a gut
to change? The risk was that as it gradually
deteriorated, people would shun it for pleasanter
environments.  With new carpets, bookshelves and
furniture, it will soon be brighter and more welcoming.
The layout is designed to guide users to the books they
are interested in, and will be more convivial for young
families. The children’s section is being moved from
close to the street to the back overlooking the Turrill

Sculpture Garden, and walkways will allow double-
buggies to pass. The new design gives pride of place to
books, but facilitates access to whatever you can find
on the internet too. Movable bookshelves will allow
the library to be used also for talks. In fact, the talks
are already in full flow, squeezed in somehow. The

Friends stage them to
raise funds, and this
has rallied the
community behind our
campaign. 

A rousing evening
A highlight was a
rousing evening with
writers Mark Haddon,
Margaret Drabble,
Barbara Trapido and
Tim Pears, compèred by
Will Gompertz, the BBC
Arts Editor. All of them
neighbours. Fund-

raising can be a hard grind, but occasionally
warm-hearted individuals unexpectedly appear to put
their shoulders to the wheel. One woman wrote that
her three children had been avid readers at the library,
all three obtained Firsts at Oxford, “and now it’s pay-
back time”. Enclosed was a cheque for £5,000. 

New libraries
Other places which have invested in new libraries, such
as Birmingham, Liverpool, Tower Hamlets and
Worcester, have experienced significant increases in
footfall. In Leamington, the new library in the former
spa building is full of schoolchildren doing homework
after school.   
We will still lag behind China, where a public library
with 1.2 million physical books, all easily accessible,
has just opened in the port city of Tianjin. But not quite
so many people live in Summertown. 

Marcus Ferrar is Chairman of the Friends of
Summertown Library

5

Winning the battle for books: rescuing a library

Summertown Library
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The man behind the
Headington shark

How many stars? A short story

The shark: now aiming for listed status

We would like to offer our support to Bill Heine,
who towards the end of 2017, was told he
has leukaemia. 

Many will know Bill for his enterprise, as he ran the
Moulin Rouge Cinema and former PPP cinema in
Oxford. They may also know of his effrontery: he had a
25-foot long shark – the Headington shark – erected on
the roof of his house as a statement against nuclear
power, Chernobyl and Nagasaki. Fittingly, the shark was
erected in 1986, on the 41st anniversary of the
Nagasaki bombing. 
     Bill is now writing about his condition in an Oxford
Mail column, which you can read online here:

http://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/search/?search=heine

BARBARA LORNA HUDSON: Was this a real
experience, or fiction? Read on to find out!

A two-star review on Amazon. “Not my sort of thing”, it
says, and pronounces my novel “too emotional and
completely without interest”. It’s from a man, of course
– not interested in love or grief or the Meaning of Life.
He calls himself Mr E. F. Johnson. I can picture him
already – old, cold, conventional, unwilling to talk
about feelings. What sort of person puts “Mr“ or “Mrs” in
front of their own name nowadays?

I was brought up to believe that if you can’t say
anything nice you shouldn’t say anything at all.  I
resent being done by as I would not do, but I cannot
work out how to exact revenge. Then I wonder: do I
know him? Maybe this is a pseudonym.  Is he stupid,
deranged even? (I’m over-reacting, I fear.) In search of
clues to Mr E. F. Johnson’s identity and character, I
spend half an hour studying his Amazon reviews. A
surprise: seven five-star reviews for a classic
nineteenth-century French novelist.  I note with a
warm feeling of superiority that he buys these books in
English. No other books, except for a history of

Northumberland.  No modern novels except mine. Can
he be a student, then? Reading French but not very
good at it?

But no, not a student. There are indigestion pills and a
cleaner for false teeth. All described as “very
satisfactory”. I bet he buys Viagra online too, but he
doesn’t review it.  Best of all: a pair of pyjamas in olive
green. He is delighted with the fit and the quality of
the material. He likes the colour very much.
Mr E. F. Johnson has posted thirty-eight Amazon
reviews. Two people have found his review of the
pyjamas helpful.
I have him down as a sort of Pooteresque character.
Retired. Nothing better to do than write Amazon
reviews and thinks his assessment of olive green
pyjamas will fascinate the wider public.  So: someone
whose opinions of my fine novel need not be taken too
seriously. Not my “target reader”. 

*  *  *  *  *
An unpleasant thought strikes me. What would
someone infer about me from my Amazon customer
reviews? Over a similar time period, I have written
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Share your advice on
careers in writing

New books

Conrad & Eleanor by Jane Rogers

“Jane Rogers writes with
delicacy and insight
about the death throes
of a long relationship...
This is a dissection of a
relationship that cuts to
the bone.” –The Times

Format: Hardcopy and
electronic
Atlantic Books edition:
320 pages 
ISBN 978-1782397939

Jane’s website: http://www.janerogers.info

The Art of Silence
Amber Hatch

Amber Hatch explores how we can use silence as a
strategy for living well; a guiding principle to help us
reign in our chaotic lifestyles and redress the balance
of this crazy, noisy world that we live in. 
     Silence can give us the space we need to allow our
bodies and minds to relax and become the healthy,
wholesome individuals we want to be..

Format: Hardcopy and electronic
Piatkus Books: 192 pages 
ISBN 978-0349418124
Amber’s website: http://amberhatch.com

Send details of your latest book to be included here.

about as many as Mr Johnson. I look them over. As well
as some modern novels, I have reviewed a handful of
nineteenth-century classics. And like Mr Johnson I have
given all of them five stars. Mine too are French, and
only one is in French.

Interspersed with the book reviews are the product
reviews. Purchases I had long forgotten. Wooden
clothes hangers. Five stars – how I loved them! And
took the opportunity for a rant about the iniquity of
making the things in plastic. Sounding like someone’s
pathetic old single auntie (which I am). Toilet brushes
and holders in black. Three stars. “Quite acceptable but
unfortunately rather small and light, and easily
knocked over.” And a nightie. Colour apricot. Brushed
cotton. Five stars. “Very cosy and just the right length –
five stars well deserved”.

I am beginning to think Mr E. F. Johnson and I may be
kindred spirits after all. I wonder if he is married? He is.
He reports that Mrs E. F. Johnson agreed with him
about the indigestion pills and the false teeth cleaner.
I hope she liked the pyjamas – he doesn’t say. Maybe
they have separate bedrooms. And I wonder if she is
reading my novel. I expect he has told her not to.

Though based on experience, this story is fiction.

The panel will focus on ‘Career Options in Writing,’
an evening that will aim to provide ideas and
guidance for the 25 young members (under 30) who
won two years’ WiO membership in our Young
Oxfordshire Writers competition. 
     The event will take place on 28 March, at 6.00 -
8.00 pm in the Careers Service, Banbury Road. It is
one of a range of event ideas which the new
members asked for. Others included a Games Night,
which will follow. 

If you would like to take part, contact:
robert@perfecttext.org 

THE WiO COMMITTEE is looking for four to five
members to take part in a careers panel.
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BÉATRICE CRAWFORD: I am a life-writer, or to
be more precise, a creative-non-fiction-writer, a

genre mentioned more and more in literary magazines,
but, alas, still unfit for any book category accepted by
Google or Amazon. On Blackwell’s shelves my book is
displayed in the ‘Travel Writing’ section, a half-way
compromise. 

This preamble is to warn you that I have no need for a
bucolic view from my desk. For me nature is there to
invite me to walk, to fill my lungs with pure air, to be
dazzled by beauty, to let new thoughts germinate in my
head. The creative process also obeys nature’s rhythm.
There is a time for harvesting ideas and there is a time
for their fermentation, ageing and bottling. That final
phase takes place in a cellar or a cave if you make
wine, but if you make sentences from words,
paragraphs from sentences, chapters from paragraphs
and store them in drawers, until they mature into a
book, your metaphorical ‘cellar’ can be anywhere.

A rat in love
When I am in my most creative phase, I am like a rat
scuttling, from ideas to ideas, from piles of notes to
piles of notes, from books to books. Yes, I am what we
call in French, ‘un rat de bibliothèque’, a library rat.
Sorry, but I refuse to see myself as your English ‘book
worm’. I am not a gardener at heart, ecstatic when her
compost is swarming with worms. Worms disgust me. I
am neither a romantic writer like Victor Hugo who can
make his sublime hero, Ruy Blas, exclaim in the thrall
of passionate love for the inaccessible queen, that he is
a ‘ver de terre amoureux d’une étoile’ (a worm in love
with a star). Yes, I am only ‘un rat de bibliothèque’, but 

The view from my desk: or do I need one?

WiO notebook and pen

I am also ‘un rat amoureux de livres’ (a rat in love with
books).

iMac in my loft
My desk is at the end of a large room on the third floor
in my converted loft. I am sitting at my iMac
surrounded by windowless walls, and by shelves full of
books. Scattered on the thick white carpet, piles of
books, dictionaries, two-ring binders, colour-coded files,
hundreds of box lids with name tags such as ‘Essential
Info’, ‘Things to remember’, ‘How-to promote’, ‘My
Facebook posts’, etc. 

The full truth is that there are skylights on one slanted
side of the tall pitched roof ceiling. The room, often
bathed in warm sunlight, is always bright and spacious.
I rarely feel the need to peep over the edge of my
skylights. Why should I spy on my neighbours pottering
in their gardens? As a life-writer the only countryside I
often escape to is in my memory, and I visit it by
closing my eyes.

To mark our 25th anniversary, we have produced some rather handsome
notebooks. Each notebook is covered with handsome recyclable board, and
the included ballpoint pen (with neatly printed WiO logo) slots neatly on
one side. To order a copy (supplies
are limited), ask at an WiO event
early in 2018. You can also order
via the WiO website, 
or contact a committee member.

Next issue highlights
> Poetry focus  > Members’ new books  
> Indie bookshops at the sharp end 
> And more...


