The OXFORD WRITER
T

THE NEWSLETTER OF WRITERS IN OXFORD

NUMBER 66, MAY 2015

ILLEGITIMACY: THE SHAME AND THE GUILT
The woman Jane Robinson was talking to can still
remember, fifty-five years on. It comes back when she takes
a heavy, warm bundle of clothes out of the airing cupboard.
Each time she recalls last holding her illegitimate baby in her
arms before being forced to give him away.
“Hardly any of my interviews passed without tears, and this
time I wept too,” says Jane, author of a new book In the
Family Way about illegitimacy between World One and the
Swinging Sixties.
“Only a generation or two ago, illegitimacy was one of the
most shameful things that could happen in a family,” she
writes. “Unmarried mothers were considered immoral,
single fathers feckless and bastard children inherently
defective. They were hidden away from friends and relations
as guilty secrets, punished by society and denied their place
in the family tree.”
Published at the beginning of this year by Viking, an imprint
of Penguin, In the Family Way has been hailed by the
Independent as “a powerful testimony” and by the
Telegraph as “bone-chilling”.

→ CONT’D ON PAGE 3

CONJURING THE MAGIC OF HIDCOTE
By Jane Bingham
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HIDCOTE GARDENS ... cont’d PAGE 1
And so I settled down to some serious research. In the
early 20th century, when Major Lawrence Johnston was
busy creating his gardens, there were some glorious
eccentrics living in the region: James Barrie (creator of
Peter Pan) took over Stanway House every summer; the
American actress, Mary Anderson, presided over a
literary salon in Broadway; and the infamous Mitford
children spent their early years in Batsford House. It
known that Major Johnston was on visiting terms, but
the challenge facing me was how to connect these
larger-than-life characters with the elusive owner of
Hidcote Manor.
The more I investigated the life of Major Johnston, the
more intriguing he became. The son of wealthy
American parents, he was born in Paris and spent most
of his childhood travelling in Europe before settling on
England as his permanent home. After studying History
at Cambridge, he joined the British Army, fighting first in
the Boer War and then in World War One, where he was
wounded at the First Battle of Ypres. By the age of 50,
Johnston had retired from army service, and devoted
the rest of his life to creating two famous gardens – one
in Hidcote in the northern Cotswolds and one in Menton
in the South of France.
The Hidcote garden was purchased by his mother, Mrs
Gertrude Winthrop, who appears to have kept her son
firmly under her thumb. In surviving photographs
Gertrude stares fiercely out at the camera, while
Lawrence turns away; a shy-looking man with a large
moustache, busying himself with his dogs. In fact, Major
Johnston almost never appears without his dogs –
border terriers in the early years, then a pair of
handsome Springer spaniels, and finally a troop of lively
dachshunds cavorting on the Hidcote lawns.
Looking at the photos, I realised I’d found a way tell my
stories. The Major’s Springer spaniels, Ricky and Timmy,
could be the twin stars of my Hidcote Tales. Each story
could begin in the gardens, but then one of the dogs
could set off on an adventure.

Once I’d found my approach, it didn’t take long to come up
with ideas for three Hidcote Tales. In Ricky goes to
Broadway, Ricky meets society hostess, Mary Anderson,
and gets involved in her party for ragged children with
disastrous consequences. In Timmy in Neverland, Timmy
comes face to face with James Barrie at Stanway House as
he creates his own home-movie version of the Peter Pan
story. Finally, in Barking at Batsford Ricky gets tangled up
with the Mitford children, taking part in a ‘child hunt’ across
the Gloucestershire fields with mad Lord Batsford and his
hounds in hot pursuit.
My story-telling event coincides with the Chipping
Campden Literary Festival. On Thursday 7 May, I tell my
stories in different parts of the gardens, dressed in
Edwardian costume. I’m trying to recreate a far-off golden
time, when Ricky and Timmy set off on their adventures,
but always returned at the end of the day to their garden
paradise.

TWO TRILOGIES IN FOUR YEARS
Mike Philbin’s two trilogies, Free Plant vs. War World are
complete after four years’ work. Following Custodian in 2013
and Liberator in 2014, Reaper and Kumiko are now out too.
Key characters from each trilogy flip-flop between the
respective finales in such a way that the answers to either
trilogy lie within the acts and motivations of these 'narrative
tourists', says Mike.
See http://mikephilbin1966.wix.com/freeplanetvswarworld
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YOGA FOR WRITERS
By Sheila Cameron

Jane Robinson, a founding member of Writers in Oxford,
discovered people to interview by putting ads in The Lady
and similar publications, from which she received
hundreds of responses. “I didn’t have to dig deep. When I
told people that I was writing a book, quite a few said,
’Oh, I’m illegitimate.’”
Many had never spoken about this to friends or family, so
Jane identifies them in the book with first names, some of
them made up. “Some were resentful and angry, towards
their parents or towards society. Others had come to
terms a long time ago, and had no idea so many were
having trouble with it. One man said he was ‘proud to be a
bastard’”.

Writing may be killing you. There is now a mass of
evidence that time spent sitting increases your risk of
death. Prolonged sitting makes you prone to heart
disease and diabetes in particular. Sadly even if you take a
lot of exercise when you are not writing, the sitting is still
a risk factor.
There are emotional risks for writers, too. You are putting
your identity on the line when you write, and so may feel
hurt if your work is not well received. Because writing is
normally a solitary occupation you are unlikely to get the
support from co-workers that you might find in other
jobs. If your body is not in good shape, and your emotions
are battered, your creativity is likely to suffer, creating
further stress.
So where does yoga come in? The physical advantages
are fairly obvious. Necks, backs, wrists and hips are

Some kept quiet all their lives because they did not want
to hurt their adoptive parents. “But now they said they
would give the book to their families and tell them which
fictive name is their own. It’s very moving, and that’s the
best reward a writer can have,” says Jane.
This is her ninth book. She earns her living by writing
books and giving talks about women’s subjects. Her books
are commissioned in advance, and she spends one year
researching and one year writing. Her last book was a
history of the Women’s Institute (WI), and that gave her
the idea for In the Family Way, since the WI campaigned
for a law to support single mothers in 1920.
With women more liberated, the shame of illegitimacy has
disappeared, and today more children are born to
unmarried parents than to married. I can’t resist asking
Jane if her two children were born in wedlock. They were.

Interview by Marcus Ferrar

particular danger points for writers. Yoga can strengthen
your core muscles to protect your back, push fluid into
your discs so they are less at risk of collapse, strengthen
neck muscles and increase hip flexibility. Some poses
directly reduce stress by stimulating your
parasympathetic nervous system.
Yoga can be much more than a physical discipline,
however. Done mindfully, with attention to breathing, it
can increase your ability to concentrate. There are poses
that develop the inner strength needed when times get
tough. By aligning your physical and emotional energies
yoga can enable you to be more creative, and channel
your energies to achieve your goals. Above all, it can
make you feel better in, and about, yourself.
On 30th May there is an opportunity to practice some of
the poses and breathing exercises likely to be useful for
writers. Come if you can. If not, try writing standing up….
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KEEPING BARBARIANS AT BAY: DAVID WILKINSON ON KENNETH ALLSOP
“Who remembers Kenneth Allsop?” Most of us gathered at

passionate campaign to save Powerstock Common. We

Art Jericho did. But even those who only distantly knew the
name had fallen under Allsop’s spell by the end of the

were introduced to Ken the nature-lover and family man
but also shown the urbane party-goer entangled in a series

evening.

of affairs. Also his troubled inner life dogged by mental and
physical pain (his right leg was amputated when he was in

To a young David Wilkinson, in the early 1970s, Kenneth
Allsop was quite simply “the coolest person on the planet”,

his twenties).

combining a poet‘s vision with the passion and flair of a
campaigning journalist. David acknowledged that his own

David left us with a keen sense of the biographer at work:

career, in journalism and conservation, had been strongly

illustrating how he followed up different leads; and
showing selected pages from Kenneth’s diary. He explored

influenced by his hero. So when he left Natural England,
four years ago, it seemed natural for him to embark on a
biography of Allsop.
Keeping the Barbarians at Bay: The Last Years of Kenneth
Allsop, Green Pioneer concentrates on the years when
Allsop was spokesman for a multitude of campaigns to
protect the British landscape from the ravages of
commercial developers. It shows him as a fearless
campaigner against the ‘barbarians’, even at the risk of
alienating his two main employers – the BBC and the
Sunday Times.
With the help of riveting images, David traced Allsop’s
career as a nature writer, novelist, journalist and
broadcaster, giving us a flavour of his lyrical writing in his

describing his relationship with Allsop’s oldest son;

his dilemmas in writing about Allsop’s suicide. And then, in
the course of questions, Jaqueline Mitchell, a member of
WiO, revealed that she had edited the second edition of
Amanda Allsop’s Letters from my Father. Just like David,
Jaqueline told us, she was inspired by Allsop’s intelligence,
passion and charm, even though she never met him faceto-face.
It was a striking moment of connection for two writers who
had both been touched by the life and work of Kenneth
Allsop. As for the rest of us, we felt we could understand
the strength of their admiration for a remarkable man.

—Jane Bingham

TURNER AND LIGHT – THE ELEMENTS COME ALIVE
By Bill Dring
Before the talk (28 April) I was sitting by a window in the St

stared out from a screen, changing from blurred to sharp

Aldate’s Tavern, outside shafts of late sun made the chilly
spring evening look deceptively warm. Long shadows were

as he adjusted the focus.

cast on the street, catching the eye and imagination - the

entered the University of Manchester to read Mechanical

perfect prequel to a talk on the ‘painter of light’. Upstairs
in the Blue Room, Dr James Hamilton looked every bit

Engineering, and emerged with a degree in History of Art.
The talk delved into Turner’s fascination and friendships

like a man who was about to talk speak on Joseph Mallord

with scientists of the day and how new discoveries had a

William Turner. He stood in the corner fiddling with a
laptop. A self portrait of a young, earnest looking Turner

significant influence on the subjects and styles he
experimented with. → CONT’D ON PAGE 5

Dr James Hamilton, a curator, writer and lecturer, who
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THE WELL BY CATHERINE CHANTER

Many decades ago I fell in love with Turner’s painting

It’s wonderful to be able to celebrate outstanding success
for a WiO member. Catherine Lloyd’s recent achievement
certainly comes in that category. In 2013, her first novel
The Well (writing as Catherine Chanter) won the Lucy
Cavendish College Cambridge Prize for the year’s best
unpublished novel. The novel was at once snapped up by
Canongate and published earlier this year.

when I sat in the Turner Room of ‘The Tate Gallery’ (as it
was then) surrounded by his works.
I was sucked into those atmospheric and enchanting
seascapes and landscapes - I knew very little about the
man then but now I know so much more: J. M. W.
Turner was born in Covent Garden in 1775, the son of a
wig-maker turned barber. He started painting very
young and by the age of 15 he was studying at the Royal
Academy Schools. An extremely talented and a self
confident, commercially minded, self publicist; his work
sold well at the time. Many of Turner’s paintings were
influenced by the astronomer William Herschel whose
work may have started him on the road to painting the
sun as an object and not a celestial body as it had been
portrayed by others.
A

slide

of

Michael

Faraday’s

work

depicting

electromagnetic fields was overlaid on one of Turner’s
skycapes and the similarities of pattern were clearly
there to see. Turner formed a close friendship with Sir
Humphry Davy, who’s fascination with light created the
‘Davy lamp’ - in some of Turner’s landscapes the colours
of the spectrum can seen from bottom to top. As a
young boy Turner lived for a while in Sunningwell where
his close proximity to Oxford exposed him to everything
the city had to offer. A poet and a keen traveller, he
toured the UK and much of Europe. The impression of
the man the talk left me with was one who would have
fitted comfortably in the culturally changing boom time
of the 1960’s London or any other. The controversial J.
M. W. Turner was undoubtedly a man for all times.
After the talk I walked back to my car over the
cobblestones of Merton Street brushed with street light,
past Logic Lane, its gates closed for the night and past
the college buildings that help make this great city. The
virtually unchanged views were those that Turner and so
many other great, creative people must have also
shared - the elements came alive and I felt both inspired
and immensely privileged.

The Well is a really, really good novel. I was
privileged to hear Catherine talking about it on March
10th at its launch in Woodstock. Part dystopic, part magic
realist, wholly absorbing, it provides a searing reading
experience. The basic premise is that, a few years in the
future, the land is in the grip of a long, long drought. Ruth
Ardingly and her family leave London for a new life on a
Welsh farm, The Well. It still has access to water. Fertility
in the midst of barrenness.
The implications for them of this are dreadful: Ruth, her
family broken, spends most of the novel under house
arrest after a terrible death on the farm. The conclusion is
muted, though the confirmation of the human spirit’s
‘universal instinct towards self-delight, as Hardy put it in
Tess of the D’urbervilles, shines through. However, after
Tess feels this impulse she meets Angel Clare. The
compromise at the end of The Well is not dissimilar. A
moving end to a lovely book..
I fully expect to see The Well on shortlists this year.
Dennis Hamley
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WRITING ABOUT DOROTHY
HODGKIN

JULIE SUMMERS: ON ITV AND A
NEW BOOK

A Nobel-prize winner but scarcely recognised at Oxford
University, biochemist Dorothy Hodgkin changed the
life of WiO author Georgina Kenny.

Inspired by Julie’s book Jambusters, ITV’s brand new six-part

Four years after Hodgkin’s death and after one year’s
“inspection” by the family, Georgina published an
acclaimed biography of the scientist in 1998 which she
says enabled her to break through as an author.

of the Second World War, at the heart of which is the Great
Paxford Women’s Institute. However, it is far more than just

Hodgkin [1910-94] was among a handful of top world
scientists in X-ray crystallography, which established
the bio-molecular structure of substances such as
penicillin, vitamin B12 and insulin. Georgina published
her book five years after Hodgkin’s death and after one
year’s “inspection” by the family.
Although winning the Nobel Prize for Chemistry in
1964, Hodgkin lived for much of her life on a meagre
fellowship at Somerville. There she taught the future
Margaret Thatcher, but according to Georgina did not
rate her highly as a chemist.
The University itself “had no idea what she
represented,” according to Georgina, and turned down
her application for a teaching post. Once she was
asked at a college high table if she found it difficult to
be a woman scientist, to which she replied: “Not since
I won the Nobel Prize.”
Hodgkin did much of her later work from a wheelchair,
to which she was confined because of rheumatoid
arthritis. She and her husband were Communist
sympathisers, and when an X-ray crystallographers’
congress was held in Beijing just after the Tiananmen
Square massacre in 1989, she insisted on going there
in her wheelchair in case anybody should think she
was boycotting the event deliberately.
Since then, Georgina has published Max Perutz and the
Secret of Life, about the Vienna Jewish refugee whose
research team uncovered the structure of DNA. “One
advantage as a biographer of such people is that no
one knows about scientists,” says Georgina. She
herself not only knows them, but judging by her
infectious enthusiasm is totally fascinated.

drama series HOME FIRES has started on Sunday 3rd May at
9pm on ITV1. It opens in a village in rural Cheshire on the eve

a drama about the WI; the series follows the lives of the
villagers, both men and women, as the war unfolds, taking
from the women their husbands, sons and nephews. In this
world, women need the company of one another more than
ever before as they fight to keep the countryside ticking in
the absence of many of their men.
There is love, loss, intrigue, intense passion and delicious
humour, as well as some jam. After all, this is the WI. The
drama is created and written by Simon Block, who has
previously written for Lewis, Shetland and The Eichmann
Show on BBC 2 in January. Julie worked on the scripts as
historical consultant and says she greatly enjoyed the
experience. She has a Hitchcock cameo role in episode two
and describes her on-screen character as ‘matronly, wearing
a blue tweed suit, a grey curly wig and a brown hat.’

Julie’s Fashion on the Ration came out in March and
accompanies a major exhibition at the Imperial War Museum
that runs until 31 August 2015. The book and exhibition
explore how men and women found new ways to dress as
clothes rationing was introduced in 1941. The exhibition
shows displays of original clothes from the era, from military
uniforms to functional fashion, revealing what life was really
like on the home front in wartime Britain. This is a story
about creativity, innovation and coping in adversity, the
impact of which can still be seen upon British style today.
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THE UNSETTLED POOR: CONJURING A FAMILY OF GHOSTS
When Alison Light started writing her acclaimed family
history Common People, she felt as if she were standing on a
seafront jetty “with before me an infinite past”.
She set out to find her paternal grandmother’s grave, but
found out there had never been one – she had been buried
anonymously by “the Corporation.” She discovered relatives
born in a workhouse, living in rural slums, or dying as a
pauper in an asylum.
Talking to the WiO at the King’s Arms in January, she says
family historians are speed-freaks: “I hurtled through the
generations. In one hour I watched people die, others be
born and towns develop.”
What she found as she buried deeper into her history was a
sense of movement rather than place. Seamen in her native
Portsmouth set out across the sea dreaming of making a
fortune and returning as gentlemen.
Her ancestors “followed the money”, setting up in well-to-do
Cheltenham or Poole but never for long before setting out on
the roads to find new jobs as the Industrial Revolution
transformed livelihoods. Amongst these “rootless English,
the unsettled poor” she came across needlewomen,
bricklayers, seamen, shopkeepers and porters – as well as
secrets, lies, black sheep, illegitimate children and “other
women”.

Stop press:

Published by Fig Tree (a Penguin imprint) and short-listed for
the 2014 Samuel Johnson Prize for Non-Fiction, Common
People is a revealing social history. She says parts make her
angry, for example realising that some workhouses were run
as rackets by their masters.
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She fictionalised introductions to sections, but she drew a
line when she felt imaginative conjecture should go no
further.
Alison started writing the book when her father was dying of
cancer, and there are plenty of stories where, as she puts it,
“mortality bears down on us” – her grandmother for example
died of TB.
“A swarm of ghosts occupied my mind. The search for my
ancestors took me into a vertiginous free-fall.” - MF

Robert Bullard published …
Business Writing Tips: For Easy and
Effective Results. £12 (£14 inc. p&p)
(Perfect Text: Oxford, 2015)

...

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.
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AN OXFORD WRITER GOES TO CUBA
By Robert Bullard
“How was Cuba?” everyone is asking me, after my holiday
there over Christmas. But I seem to be struggling to answer
– or to know where to start. After all, where else is the first
person you meet called Vladimir, is everyone paid the same
wage, and can you still see so much left-wing propaganda –
or art – like ‘The Revolution is Irreversible’?
Some of you might know the lure of the Caribbean,
especially as an escape from grey and cold European
winters, but I had been slightly put off going to Cuba when
people told me … the food was dire. But things are
changing fast. Indeed, the biggest surprise of the trip was …
the food was fine – good, even. None of us like lobster, so
we had to ‘satisfy’ ourselves with red snapper, barbecued
chicken, luscious fresh fruit, etc.
And our biggest disappointment? Now here’s a surprise for
you … it was precisely what many people go to Cuba for …
yes, the music! Yes, one or two bands were good, but the
majority of the music (certainly in the capital) was the same
old … i.e. Guantanamera, and songs from the film Buena
Vista Social Club, played round again. However, did a film
ever do so much for a country? I doubt it.
What of Havana? Well, the city’s a time-warp, not least
because of the old American cars, which are everywhere.
(Our ride to the airport was in a mint-blue Chevrolet, 1956.)
Many areas of the city would pass for Barcelona, with tall
Colonial buildings, graceful squares and plush hotels. Others
are more like the scene after an earthquake: shells of
buildings, mighty potholes and major road-works. And in
between those extremes, Vladimir, on our pony-cart ride,
proudly pointed out the 20 or so huge, grand old buildings
being renovated into apartments, shopping arcades and
hotels ... someone must have known that the Americans are
coming!
What will I remember Cuba for? First, cocktails – especially
Hemingway’s favourite, daiquiri. Try it (rum, lime and ice)!
Second, what with the good weather and the poor housing,
it is a place where people live on the street. The very few
cars make you think it’s safe to walk on the roads, but the
street is also a place for repairs, washing, football, anything.
It’s also for round-the-clock (almost) music and blaring TVs;
for people hanging out and doing … nothing. So, earplugs
are a must at night – although my friends impressed me
hugely by managing without!
And third, I know I said the music was disappointing in
Havana, but Cubans are good all-round artists.

There were signs the music is better away from the
capital. And in a town called Viňales, about the size of
Wantage, they had ‘cultural (music) evenings’ every day,
and we saw electrifying dancing. They also paint a lot –
and are good at it. Every Cuban man may offer to sell you
cigars, but the only gifts we returned home with were
paintings. It is great to have a burst of Cuban colour in
my house, epitomising the spirit of the country.
A few other things … It’s safe – they drive well, there are
lots of single women travellers, and we never heard of
any thefts. Nor did we ever see any aggro; and couples
seem to be on solid, equitable terms – husbands doing
the cooking as much as the driving, women managing
restaurants as much as men, etc.
Cubans must be tired of every tourist’s question, ‘Has
Fidel been good for the country?’, but a summary of the
replies was: ‘It is tough, day to day… but we are happy’.
Yes, some have complicated and expensive plans to get
to the USA, but others are enjoying life. After all, to
anyone who can access it, tourism is now giving
opportunities to earn more and faster than dreamt. Get
on your bike! Be a tourist guide, a taxi driver, anything …
the Americans are on their way!
When shopping back in Oxford in late December, I was
struck by the Christmas jingle Sainsbury’s was playing –
as they had been before we left. It sounded tinny, flat
and beyond its sell-by date – in a word, dreadful.
Propaganda of a different kind, I thought: ‘It’s Christmas,
spend more with us!’ i.e. exactly what we went to Cuba
to escape from, and why we were so pleased to have
gone.

