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Libraries weather the storm

‘Tales of Lockdown’ competition

Oxford’s bookshops 
back from the brink?
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WE SAY HELLO TO MARTIN STOTT, the new Chair 
of Writers in Oxford. 

In our interview, Martin, aka Lord Muck, reveals all – his 

first involvement with WiO, his aims and future plans 

as the new Chair. 
     Also, Martin has plenty of thoughts as to how the 

creative community can work together in navigating 

the years ahead safely.  Read the interview on page 4.   
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       Return of the OIBF?

l  Oxfordshire libraries cracked new records in April, 
with 589 new online accounts opened.  l  With 
numbers reaching more than 22,000, eBook and eAudio 
loans were nearly double those of 2019.

A warm 
welcome to 

our new  
WiO Chair

Online book sales have been a life-saver for 
many bookshops in and around Oxford. 

Lockdown has been (and still is) a weird time, 
though it’s fair to say that garret-bound authors 

may be less affected than other professions. The Oxford 
Writer is keen to hear your tales of good and bad, banal 
or bizarre, to feature in a future WiO supplement.  
Find out how to enter your story on page 3. 

For the first time in almost three months, bookshops 
could reopen recently. It will a while yet though, before 
in-store coffee shops become popular again!  
     Prior to the reopening, bookshops were largely in 
survival mode, with well-known names such as 
Blackwell’s (picture below) and Waterstones boosting 
their online offerings, even if delivery times were often 
longer than usual. 
     Of course, e-readers like Kindle and iPad came into 
their own, as did increasingly popular audiobooks.
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LOCKDOWN DIARIES 
The social diary of WiO took a big hit when lockdown 
put a stop to normal life. But there has been plenty of  
of activity to share on the virtual front. 
 
The Wytham Woods walk was sadly missed, but you can 
join in Sarah Watkinson's beautifully-shot video tour 
(image grab below) without getting your feet wet!  
Click the link to find out more at YouTube:  
www.youtube.com/watch?v=o4GdbKdVbLQ 

 
Dance at home to the sound of Diana Moore's latest 
music (picture below). Listen/view at: 
https://reverbnation.com/dianamoore1 
Also on YouTube at: shorturl.at/cqLSY 

 
Take a virtual trip to Tangier with this rave review of 
member John Hopkins’ recent novel (see also page 7): 
www.pressreader.com/uk/the-oldie/ 
20200201/281745566288951 

The delightful Bloxham Book Box. You swap titles in and 
out, making it a boon for locals during lockdown. 
  
The OXFORD WRITER is published by:  
Writers in Oxford www.writersinoxford.org 
 
Editor: David Jefferis dmjefferis@me.com 
 
Email me: Send news of your new project or title, with 
details, and a hi-res photo. Article suggestions are 
welcome. 350 words fills a column.  
Note: 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 visit 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 

Events diary
TheOXFORD 

WRITER
The Newsletter of Writers in Oxford 
Issue 79  Summer 2020

 
AND ON OUR OTHER PLATFORMS: 
 
Twitter is flourishing, thanks to Martin Stott. 
 
Share your work is burgeoning, thanks to the ongoing 
work of Mariah Whelan: 
www.writersinoxford.org/members/wip 
 
The WiO website photo gallery has been refreshed, 
thanks to our ex-Chair, Robert Bullard: 
https://www.writersinoxford.org/photo-gallery 
 

Zoom date: Thursday 30 July, 7.30 pm. 
Writers in Oxford in partnership with the 
Oxford Guild of Tour Guides, with:  
A Baker's Dozen: Oxford’s food history in 

thirteen sites. Join WiO Chair Martin Stott on an 
exploration of Oxford's food history, from medieval 
times to the present day.  
     Drawing on his 2015 best-seller, Martin will range 
beyond the Cowley Road to explore the history of 
Oxford through its people, their stories, struggles and 
triumphs, in a fascinating food chronicle.   

COMPETITION   YOUR TALES OF LOCKDOWN 
 

l  Are you ready to win a liquid prize? We hope so, as 
The Oxford Writer is keen to hear your stories.  
l  To see your experiences in print,  send us your best 
true tale of lockdown, whether it was funny, tragic, 
weird, or wonderful – or perhaps all four!  
l  So, stay safe, keep writing, and email your stories to 
us at The Oxford Writer.  
l  Length 250-500 words – shorter bites are welcome.

ZOOM QUIZ WARM-UP: ROUND 1 
Here are the opening sentences of five books with 
Oxford connections. The authors are Colin Dexter, 
Thomas Hardy, Philip Pullman, Dorothy Sayers, Evelyn 
Waugh. Connect the writers to the sentences, and a 
bonus point for also naming the book title. 
 
1    “Mr Sniggs, the Junior Dean, and Mr Postlethwaite, 
the Domestic Bursar, sat alone in Mr Sniggs’s room 
overlooking the garden quad at Scone college.” 
2    “The schoolmaster was leaving the village, and 
everybody seemed sorry.” 
3    “Lyra and her daemon moved through the 
darkening Hall, taking care to keep to one side, out of 
sight of the kitchen.” 
4    “Harriet Vane sat at her writing-table and stared 
out into Mecklenburg Square.” 
5    “Let’s wait just a bit longer, please,” said the girl in 
dark-blue trousers and the light summer coat. “I’m sure 
there’s one due pretty soon.” 

ZOOM QUIZ WARM-UP: ROUND 2 
Literary connections are the theme of these questions.  
 
1    What abbreviated name links a novel about 
Victorian schooldays, an anti-slavery novel, and a 
terrible slum in Dickens’s Bleak House? 
2    What preposition links the titles of a novel by 
Malcolm Lowry, a famous radio play by a poet who died 
in New York, and a novel by Stephen King? 
3    What name links a novel by Kingsley Amis to a 
novel by Joseph Conrad to a character in a different 
novel who is told to look out for ‘a one-legged 
seafaring man’?  
4    What links these novels: Coningsby, Savrola, and 72 
Virgins? 
5    What links John Dryden to John Betjeman to Carol 
Ann Duffy? 

 
Philip Gooden (left) is your 
quizmaster, and reckons that at 
least one Zoom round will be 
questions to do with Oxford.  

All entrants very welcome, 
either individually or as teams. 

Sadly, we have to note the death of WiO member 
Felicity Bryan on 21 June 2020, after a long battle 
with cancer. 
     Felicity founded her renowned Oxford-based 
literary agency, Felicity Bryan Associates, 32 years 
ago, since when she has assured the publication of a 
vast number of creditable authors. She was made an 
MBE just two days before she died. 
     The business of her agency will be continued by 
her colleague, Catherine Clarke. 
Visit the agency here: www.felicitybryan.com

PHILIP GOODEN provides this taster 
for his WiO Zoom Quiz on 13 August, 
7.30 pm. Answers on page 7.



PETER AYRES explores the struggle for women 
to be included in the natural sciences. 
 

Women were excluded from most scientific societies 
before the Edwardian era. Their struggle for inclusion 
anticipated their struggle for suffrage. Among the first 
to gain admission to the Linnean Society, three had 
Oxford connections. 
 
Descended from a Christian martyr 
The ‘Women’s Champion’ Marian Farquharson (née 
Ridley), was ‘a proud descendant’ of Bishop Ridley, the 
Oxford martyr. She too was prepared to suffer for her 
beliefs; when the Linnean Society finally admitted 
women in 1904, she was the only candidate rejected – 
blackballed. Why? Born in East Woodhay, near Newbury, 
she had in 1883 married a minor Scottish laird and, in 
the view of many, become overbearing. Her own step-
daughter publicly berated her haughty behaviour, while 
the African explorer, Mary Kingsley, called her ‘a 
shrieking female.’ 
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Talking to our new Chair

When did you become involved 
with WiO? 
I rejoined WiO in 2014 when The 
Cowley Road Cookbook was 
commissioned by Signal Books, but 
I had been a member for several 
years in the early days. However, 
small children and a full-time job 

in local government meant I couldn’t sustain the 
involvement, which I rather regret. I joined the WiO 
Committee in 2019. 
 
Have you had experience in chairing an organisation 
like WiO before? 
Yes, I’ve chaired several small charities including the 
William Morris Society. I’m pretty familiar with the arts 
and cultural sector and I’m currently a member of the 
Association of Chairs Small Charities Advisory Board, 
and occasionally blog for them on governance and 
related issues. 
 
What books have you written? 
Apart from The Cowley Road Cookbook, my best known 
title is Spilling the Beans: a style guide to the New Age 
published by Harper Collins in 1986, a humorous take 
on the hippie lifestyle. It riffed on the Sloane Ranger 
Handbook zeitgeist of the time and was eagerly picked 
up by the national media.  
     I’ve also edited a book on allotments, City fields, 
Country gardens: Allotment Essays and contributed 
chapters to a range of books over the years, from urban 
planning to William Morris.  
     These days I blog as Lord Muck on composting, 
vegetable growing, cooking and more: everything from 
Jeremy Corbyn’s allotment, to how my ancestors 
survived the potato famine in 1840s Ireland. 
 
Are you an Oxford resident? If so, for how long? 
My parents worked as medical researchers in Oxford 
and I was born and brought up in the Oxford area. I’ve 
lived in east Oxford since 1979, and was a City 
councillor in the 1980s. So a local, more or less. 

How do you see WiO working in a post-Covid-19 world? 
Who knows what a ‘post-Covid world’ will look like? I 
think the experience will certainly act as a catalyst for 
creative thought and writing.  
     It has been a brush with dystopia, without society 
actually falling apart. That acts as a warning for our 
impending global climate breakdown – which won’t 
last a few months ‘until a vaccine is found.’ Scientists, 
campaigners, utopian dreamers, and creative writers all 
have a part to play in navigating this future for 
humanity; with luck WiO can be part of that process. 
We certainly have the skills and talent amongst our 
members! 
 
What are your plans for WiO, for this year and beyond? 
I’m very aware that our digital presence is currently 
underdeveloped. We have the basic infrastructure: a 
newly revived Twitter account, an active Facebook page 
and a website, but they need to be integrated and the 
website needs to be brought up to date.  
     We have experimented, successfully, with online 
events and I can see these continuing, certainly while 
restrictions on physical meetings continue.  
     But WiO is and always will be a forum for its 
members to engage, exchange, and enjoy each other’s’ 
company and share ideas.  
     So in that spirit, I very much welcome members’ 
thoughts and suggestions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Visit Martin and Lord Muck: www.martin-stott.com

MARTIN STOTT discusses his involvement with 
WiO, and takes a look at the future.

Women and science

 
Mercurial acceptance 
One woman accepted by the Linnean was Emilia Noel, 
a Somerville history student (before 1920 women 
could not formally graduate from Oxford). Described by 
her tutor as having a ‘mercurial disposition’, it is 
doubtful whether Emilia enjoyed Oxford. She found 
happiness, however, in subsequent travels which took 
her to Africa, America, and Australasia, all the while 
recording and painting the flora.  
 
Zoology graduate 
Very much happier at Somerville was Lilian Veley (née 
Gould) who ‘graduated’ with a first-class degree in 
zoology. After marrying a lecturer in physical chemistry, 
the couple settled in Bradmore Road, North Oxford.  
Lilian was a Fellow of the Linnean, and for many years 
Secretary of The Ashmolean Natural History Society of 
Oxfordshire. Apart from her administrative duties, she 
gave public lectures, her ‘Christmas Lectures for 
Children’ drawing audiences of up to 100.  
 
Dealing with frustration 
Lilian was a ‘Steamboat Lady.’ Like other frustrated 
female ‘graduates’ from Oxbridge, she took her degree 
from Trinity College, Dublin – a D.Sc. Such women had 
only to take a ferry (the ‘steamboat’) across the Irish 
Sea, and spend one night in the capital.  
     Lilian had another claim of note. She introduced 
Siamese cats to Britain, after being given a breeding 
pair by her brother, the Consul-General in Thailand!   
 
 
 
 

About Peter 
After a working life at 
Lancaster University, 
researching and writing 
about plant growth and 
disease, retirement 
brought a move to Oxford, 
to be near family, and a 
change of focus. Peter now 
concentrates on the 
people who were ‘makers 
of British plant science.’ 

 
More information on these women here: 
http://newbotanists.moonfruit.com 



LAND WITHOUT ECHOES 
John Hopkins 
Zuleika books 
 
In this “beautiful work” the 
author’s years of experience 
in mid-20th century Tangier 
lend weight to a gripping 
fictional Moroccan odyssey. 
The story follows the 
intertwining lives of strong-
willed Daisy and her Arturo, their misadvantures, and 
yearning to meet once again.  
Read more at: zuleika.london
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HIS SECRET FAMILY 
Ali Mercer 
Online ebook/paperback 
 
An emotional page-turner: 
“My husband... he’s still 
handsome. His new wife is 
next to him...” 
Read more at: 
alimercerwriter.com

LADIES CAN’T CLIMB 
LADDERS 
Jane Robinson 
ebook, hardback 
 
To celebrate the centenary 
of women first entering the 
traditional professions, this 
acclaimed social history 
follows those early pioneers 
as they trespassed into 

what was then a man’s world. What they found there 
changed their lives, and ours, for ever.  
Read more at: jane-robinson.com

BIRDS: AN ANTHOLOGY 
Jacqueline Mitchell (Editor) 
Bodleian Library 
  
From early times, we have 
been entranced by the bird 
life around us, and this 
anthology brings poetry and 
prose in celebration of birds, 
their behaviour, flight, song 
and migration, the changes 
across the seasons and in different habitats - in 
woodland and pasture, on river, shoreline and at sea. 
Available at all good bookshops.

Members: email us your latest title for inclusion.
An MA in creative writing

“What did you want to do that for?” people ask, when 
they hear that I’ve just completed a PhD in creative 
writing. Surely writing a book is hard enough, without 
trying to give it academic credibility by attaching a 
critical commentary. It’s definitely not for everyone, but 
on balance I found it a worthwhile exercise. Why? 
 
A new challenge 
I had written and edited educational textbooks, but I 
wanted to challenge myself to write without the 
constraints of a syllabus. When I was offered a place on 
the creative writing MA at the University of East Anglia, 
I didn’t hesitate. But I was accepted onto the biography 
and non-fiction course, and that meant that we were 
forbidden to make things up (unless we were writing a 
memoir, when no one could know if we were inventing 
or not). It was a straitjacket that is not imposed by MA 
courses that don’t offer a non-fiction specialism.  
 
Optional module 
My favourite module turned out to be an optional one 
with the fiction students, on the historical novel, but I 

wasn’t allowed to use what I learned in my final 
dissertation. That year I also attended a one-day 
workshop at Oxford Brookes about writing history, 
where I started to think more about when and why you 
might choose to write your chosen story, either as a 
history book or a novel. I ended up applying to Brookes 
to do a PhD to explore those boundaries in detail.  
     The advantages (apart from getting a student card 
and a council tax exemption!) were that I had access to 
library resources, supervisions to help clarify my 
thinking and provide feedback, and the opportunity to 
share my research with ‘proper’ historians, at 
conferences and seminars. A distinct disadvantage was 
that a PhD doesn’t include the workshops with other 
students that are such an important feature of an MA, 
where you can unpick each other’s writing.  
 
Degree of achievement 
Being awarded a degree gave me a sense of 
achievement, which is a boost when you’re getting a 
lot of rejections from agents and publishers. But it’s no 
substitute for getting your book published, and that 
hasn’t happened yet. 
 
Visit Alison at: victorianlives.wordpress.com

Dr ALISON BAXTER asks if taking a degree in 
creative writing is worth the effort. 

Members’ books

This is the story of a book which is finished, but which 
may not be published just yet, due to the pandemic. 
But hey, I started it in 1976, so what’s another delay in 
all that time?  
     My book recounts the 45 years I have worked with 
the people of a village in southern Japan that I first 
encountered as a graduate student, when it was 
customary for an anthropologist to spend a year 
gathering information about a reasonably distant place 
for a thesis. I have been back several times, and 
published many academic books over the years, but I 
wanted this one to be ‘trade’ – open to one and all. The 

ANSWERS to Philip 
Gooden’s Zoom Quiz 

ROUND 1 
1     Evelyn Waugh, Decline and Fall. 
2     Thomas Hardy, Jude the Obscure. 
3     Philip Pullman, Northern Lights. 
4     Dorothy Sayers, Gaudy Night. 
5     Colin Dexter, Last Bus to Woodstock. 
ROUND 2 
1     Tom: Tom Brown’s Schooldays, Uncle  
       Tom’s Cabin, Tom All-Alone’s. 
2     Under: Under the Volcano, Under  
       Milk Wood, Under the Dome. 
3     Jim: Lucky Jim, Lord Jim, Jim Hawkins 
       in Treasure Island.  
4     All written by prospective Prime  
       Ministers: Benjamin Disraeli,  
       Winston Churchill, Boris Johnson. 
5     All poet laureates.

JOY HENDRY is professor emerita of the social 
anthropology of Japan, at Oxford Brookes. 

An affair with a village spark for getting it off my desk was a grant from the 
Daiwa Anglo-Japanese Foundation to pay for a trip last 
year to take back family trees and other materials I had 
collected, in exchange for completing the book.  
      While human beings usually find their most 
intense emotional experiences with other individuals, 
social anthropologists may encounter some of the 
same highs and lows with a wider section of humanity. 
Thus, readers who have only the haziest idea of what 
we get up to may recognise aspects of the process, 
even down to the tinges of immorality and illegitimacy 
that occur and reoccur along the way, and this book is 
an account of just such an engagement.  
 
The clue is in the ‘affair’ of the title, and some chapter 
headings – wooing, building relationships, staying over, 
living together, betrayal – an affair that has formed an 
important part of my life, from the experimental trysts 

of the first student 
forays into fieldwork, 
through a series of 
exciting but 
sometimes painful 
dalliances, to a long-
term sense of 
obligation to the 
generations of 
villagers who have 
played the game from 
their side. My trip last year was a wonderful way to bring a sense of 
completion to this affair, especially as my son and his partner could come 
and film the process. I stayed as usual with the family (pictured above) 
which had adopted me over the years. The film introduces members of the 
village, and culminates in the handing over of the research materials.  
 
View the fascinating video at YouTube: youtu.be/x7qptoXqnhE
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MARTIN STOTT has a view that provides him 
with an unusual level of tranquility. 

  
We all know that writing isn’t just a matter of sitting 
staring at a screen and hoping great thoughts will 
appear. My allotment plays quite an important part in 
the creative process; the rhythm of planting, watering, 
weeding, pruning and harvesting and the calm it 
brings, all enable creative thoughts to emerge from the 
subconscious. I love the produce, but also love the 
sense of solitude in a busy urban setting.  
 
In a medieval hamlet 
The site is tucked away off Cowley Road in amongst 
the medieval buildings of Bartlemas hamlet. It was the 
site of Oxford’s leper hospital in the 12th century, and 
right up to 1864, when the workhouse on Cowley Road 
was completed and they were transferred, it housed 
almsmen who cultivated 15 acres. The fact that the site 
has been in continuous cultivation for almost 900 
years was one of the chief inspirations for my Cowley 
Road Cookbook.  
 
Work at home 
While creative thought often happens there, and for 
decades I’ve carried pen and paper in my pocket so as 
not to lose those moments of inspiration, the real 
donkey work nonetheless is carried out at home. I have 
a small study lined with too many books, and a number 
of original photographs, which include works by Bill 
Brandt, Lee Miller and Edward Burtynsky. 

A room with a view

Return of the Oxford Indie Book Fair?

Tranquil view 
The outlook is actually pretty unusual for urban east 
Oxford, because there is no parallel road behind,  
instead a view (pictured above) of the central Oxford 
Mosque and the former workhouse chapel. It may be a 
distinctly urban view, but the combination of sacred 
buildings and trees provides an unusual level of 
tranquillity, augmented by my garden: pond, crab apple 
tree, and the gentle clucking of my hens.  
 
Projects aplenty 
That tranquillity is just as well really, as my desk and 
the floor immediately around me look a bit like a war 
zone, as I grapple with several projects at once.  
     There are the first drafts of various articles, page 
proofs to get back to the publisher for my contribution 
to The Routledge Companion to William Morris due out 
in October, and the paraphernalia of research on the 
next project…

Multi-denominational places of worship.

Covid-19 forced the cancellation of the first 
Oxford Indie Book Fair (OIBF) in early April.  

 
But now there’s a good chance that 
the OIBF will take place later this 
year. Members of the team have 
been monitoring the virus situation 
closely, and have decided that 
events seem to be improving 
enough to rebook the one-day event 

in Oxford’s Wesley Memorial Hall, 
for Saturday, 21 November, 2020.  
     Until then, you can keep up 
with the OIBF online magazine, 
which is packed with a variety of 
interesting articles. The first issue 
has 79 pages, so there’s plenty 
there to read  
Read the OIBF magazine: 
www.oxfordindiebookfair.co.uk 

Highlights of 
the next TOW  
l  News about 
WiO members   
l  Autumn 
events diary   
l  Tales of 
Lockdown  
l  New books 
for darker 
nights


