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discussion was such fun, and there was more to look forward 
to, with the cast talkback session at which Dan DiPietro 
questioned us all about our roles. Apparently he and Ann think 
that my voice is similar to Barbara Pym’s – not something 
anyone has ever said before!

April 2021
Looking back over the past six months, I’m extremely proud 
	 of the way the Barbara Pym Society has coped with 

lockdown, keeping our members informed and 	
	 interested. Planning our next 

conference is not going to 
be easy. Everything is in 

place for ‘Barbara Pym 
Around the World’ 
on the first weekend 
in September, and yet 
the final arrangements 
can’t be confirmed 
until we have a better 
idea how things will 
progress. There have 
been a few changes at  
St Hilda’s which also 
need to be taken  
into account. I feel  

A Note from the Chair
by Deb Fisher

began this on 20 March, just over a year after the UK 
first went into lockdown, and the Barbara Pym Society 

is finally flexing its technological wings in earnest. Every 
cloud has a silver lining and the truth of that was seen in 
the North American virtual conference. Tom Sopko, 
Kathy Ackley and Jordan Bach worked so hard on this 
and I was a little nervous, even though I had already 
viewed the four excellent speaker talks.

Perhaps by coincidence, a copy of the new biography, 
The Adventures of Miss Barbara Pym, written by 
Paula Byrne, plopped onto my mat (or rather, 
was left in the porch by the postman because it is 
too fat to go through the letterbox). I felt a mixture of 
eager anticipation and trepidation. The first thing I looked 
for in the index was ‘Kendrick, Thomas’. But I need say no 
more – this issue of Green Leaves will cover the subject of the 
biography in detail.

I could hardly believe how well the online conference 
went off. Well over a hundred people tuned in live and many 
more viewed the panel session and the dramatisation later. 
Better still, there were no technical problems! The speakers’ 

I
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A Note from the Editor
by Jutta Schiller 

ver the years a team has produced the biannual 
newsletter of the Barbara Pym Society, Green Leaves. 

From time to time members of that team have stepped 
down and others stepped up. One person has been a true 
and active part of that production crew for a very long time: 
Judy Horn, technical editor of Green Leaves. Times are 
changing, and Judy has retired from her role. Thank you, 
Judy, for taking over this task and seeing numerous issues 
of Green Leaves through the editing process, from the first 
letter until the mailing of the single issues to our members.*

As you can see, with the change of the team Green 
Leaves gets a new layout. Christine Shuttleworth, the 
assistant editor, and I are now joined by Lloyd Miller in  
the US, who is taking over the design and production of  
Green Leaves. Lloyd’s organisational and graphical skills will 
be a valuable asset to our newsletter. Enjoy!

*See also the article on page 19.

so sorry that I can’t be more definite. I hope that we can stick 
with our plan of beginning to take bookings in June.

Before that, we have two features lined up for the 
YouTube channel: the full-length interview with Paula Byrne 
[now available on YouTube] and the long-delayed Spring 
Meeting, with a talk from our old friend Dr Nick Turner. 
The cost of these online events is covered by membership 
subscriptions.

On reflection...
In recent months, one of the things that have kept me going 
is the regular Zoom half-hour with some of my Pym friends. 
We usually end up laughing hysterically about some minor 
event, some ‘Pymish’ incident that has occurred. I do hope 
that some of you are doing the same with groups of your 
friends. They say that laughter is the best medicine, and I 
agree. It can’t make things better overnight, but it can at 
least take your mind off your worries. Failing that, why not 
pick up a novel by Barbara Pym…?

Review: The Adventures of Miss Barbara Pym by Paula Byrne
by Kathy Ackley

O

n her much-anticipated new biography, The Adventures 
of Miss Barbara Pym, Paula Byrne invites readers to  

imagine Pym’s life as a picaresque adventure, with chapter 
titles often beginning ‘In which our heroine…’ to reinforce 
this theme. At over 600 pages, the biography is satisfyingly 
long, organized into seven books covering key stages  
of Pym’s life, with short chapters to enhance the sense of  
action and adventure.

 Byrne took this happy approach in telling Pym’s life  
story to counter a persistent image of Barbara Pym as a  
quiet, modest spinster living a rather dull life to whom  
nothing much happened. She succeeds admirably in this  
delightful book. A seasoned biographer, Byrne researched 
diaries, small notebooks, letters, and other ephemera  
archived in the Bodleian Library, Oxford, to establish that 
Barbara Pym’s life was far from boring and uneventful. 

Pym experienced both great happiness and deep  
disappointments, engaged in passionate love affairs, had the 
love and support of steadfast and loyal friends, and lived 
through periods of significant social and political change. 
Observing that ‘Pym’s personal life was always complicated,’ 
Byrne notes that she had a tendency to be obsessive and  
was drawn to men who were unattainable or completely 
wrong for her. Byrne admits that some of what she includes 
‘may shock and upset [Pym’s] devoted followers,’ but her 

goal was to provide ‘the full 
range of the archive,’ in contrast 
to the ‘heavily edited and expur-
gated’ A Very Private Eye (1984) 
edited by Hazel Holt and  
Hilary Pym, and Hazel Holt’s 
biography, A Lot to Ask (1990).  
For instance, Byrne reveals that 
there is strong evidence that an
evening with Oxford boyfriend

Kathy Ackley	 Rupert Gleadow turned into
	 a painful experience that was 

far more traumatic and more genuinely troubling than Holt 
implies. Still at Oxford, Pym fell precipitously in love with 
Henry Harvey but was deeply hurt by his callous treatment 
of her. Byrne is explicit about their sexual relationship.  
She treats fully and frankly Pym’s fascination with Nazis 
following a student trip to Germany when she was 20 years 
old. There she met Friedbert Glück, a handsome young  
SS officer who treated her with kindness and loving atten-
tion, unlike Harvey. Much later, in her 50s, she was smitten 
with Richard ‘Skipper’ Roberts, a handsome young gay  
man in his 30s who eventually severed their relationship,  
to her great sadness.

Byrne makes clear that Pym’s life was far more than bad 
relationships with men, however. In WWII, she worked 
on the home front and then as a German translator for the 
Censorship Department, and later she qualified as an officer 
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for the WRNS (Women’s Royal Naval Service) and served in 
Naples. After the war she was hired by the International  
African Institute in London, where she worked for 28 years  
and became great friends with Hazel Holt. She lived happily 
with her sister Hilary from after the war until her death. 
She traveled, had a wide circle of friends, and was a devoted 
churchwoman. To her great pleasure, she published six novels 
from 1950 to 1961, but then was unceremoniously dropped 
(‘off-loaded,’ Pym called it) by her publisher. She remained  
in what she thought of as the ‘wilderness’ until her rediscovery 
in 1977, after which she enjoyed the fame and attention  
that she deserved. Byrne tells all of this in well-documented 
detail (45 pages of notes) and with obvious high regard and 
affection for her subject.  

Byrne is especially good at 
showing how Pym worked her 
own experiences and observations 
of others into her fiction. Pym had 
a keen interest in seemingly trivial 
and commonplace objects, which 
she gave meaning to in her novels. 
Her own experiences, especially 
in love, informed her plots and 
characters. Byrne is illuminating 
in explaining how Pym was able to 
turn her reality into fiction, not 
in a self-indulgent way but rather 
with clear-eyed understanding and 
sympathy, told with her trademark 
sense of humor in her unmistakable 
voice. Pym’s ability to transform 
what Byrne calls her ‘observational 
journals’ into her fiction was  
‘the alchemy that [became] crucial  
to her art.’ A prime example of  
this ability, Byrne believes, is  
The Sweet Dove Died, based on 
Pym’s relationship with Skipper. 
This novel, Byrne maintains, was 
her ‘true masterpiece,’ written at the height of her  
creative powers. 

Particularly heartwarming was Pym’s relationship with 
two loyal friends and supporters who read and edited her work 
and encouraged her to keep writing. Robert ‘Jock’ Liddell was 
a lifelong friend whom she met at Oxford through Henry 
Harvey. They gave each other emotional support, confided 
in one another, and corresponded until her death. They  
exchanged drafts of novels and offered each other advice on 
works in progress, beginning with Some Tame Gazelle. In 
early drafts, Barbara had Belinda reminiscing about her time 
in Germany and recalling fond memories of two young Nazis 
who showered her with attention. Jock told her as early as 
1936 that she was undoubtedly ‘the finest comic writer of the 
age’ and was influential in Pym’s eventually being published 
by Cape, but it was his repeated warnings to ‘omit the Nazis’ 

in early drafts of Some Tame Gazelle that was undoubtedly 
his wisest counsel. After her death, Byrne notes, ‘Jock wrote 
movingly about his relationship with Barbara Pym. He  
described himself as “greatly fortunate” that she had found 
herself sitting across from Henry Harvey in the Bodleian 
Library. “Because of that moment,” he wrote, they “would 
become the greatest of friends.”’ 

Philip Larkin and Pym also became fast friends, starting 
with his first letter to her in 1961, though they did not meet 
in person for almost fifteen years. Over the years their regard 
for one another grew, as evidenced by their letters, which 
were mutually supportive and important to both of them. 
Larkin urged her to keep writing and to keep sending her 

rejected manuscripts to publishers. 
He argued with publishers on her 
behalf, trying to get someone to 
recognize her talent. In 1977,  
Larkin and Lord David Cecil 
named her as the most underrated 
writer in a Times Literary  
Supplement special seventy-fifth 
anniversary edition and thus were 
instrumental in Pym’s ‘rediscovery’ 
and renewed acclaim. When  
Quartet in Autumn was shortlisted 
for the Booker Prize, Pym attended 
the awards ceremony and, though 
she did not win, Larkin, as  
chair of the judging committee, 
praised the book as a ‘near miss.’ 
In the Epilogue, ‘In which  
Mr Larkin attends the Funeral of 
his Much-Loved Correspondent  
Miss Barbara Pym,’ Byrne relates 
the anecdote that Larkin told  
Anthony Thwaite, who later edited 
Larkin’s letters, ‘that he regretted 
Pym’s death very much: “Even at 
her funeral I found myself looking 

forward to getting a letter from her describing it all.”’
From the first section, ‘A Shropshire Lass,’ to the last, 

‘In Which the Fortunes of Miss Pym are Reversed,’  
Paula Byrne gives us a complete picture of the complexity 
and brilliance of one of the best chroniclers and interpreters 
of life in mid-twentieth century Britain. Byrne’s biography 
shows over and over again how Pym assimilated her experi-
ences and what she saw around her into witty, gently ironic, 
and poignantly moving novels. Byrne contends that Pym 
was ‘the Jane Austen of the mid-twentieth century’ who  
deserves to be more widely known and read, and she makes 
an excellent case for both in this engaging, enjoyable, and 
quite lovely book. 

Paula Byrne, The Adventures of Miss Barbara Pym, 
William Collins, 2021
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Conference Paper
An Unsuitable Equivalence: 
Commonalities of Style and Theme 
in Barbara Pym’s An Unsuitable 
Attachment and Raymond Chandler’s 
The Long Goodbye                            
by Celia Bland

o contrive a connection between Barbara Pym’s 
bittersweet comedies and Raymond Chandler’s 

hardboiled mysteries may seem unwise to the point of 
foolishness. Pym was, in the words of Shirley Hazzard, 
‘the poet of the lonely, the virtuous, the ironic; of the 
unostentatiously intelligent and witty; of the angelically  
self-effacing.’ Chandler, meanwhile, wrote ‘in a language  
that combined the strength of the classical English…with  
the vitality of American vernacular speech…the romantic  
and the realistic.’ 

This paper compares Pym’s An Unsuitable Attachment 
(1963) to Chandler’s sixth and last novel, The Long Goodbye 
(1953). Both novels, written under the influences of a 
rapidly changing society, attempted to move beyond their 
respective formulas. The novels’ female protagonists –  
Ianthe Broome and Eileen Wade, respectively – are women 
pressed into traditionally passive roles who, in the course 
of the narratives, discover new-found, even transgressive, 
freedoms. For Pym as for Chandler, the equilibrium of 
a fast-moving witty prose is jarred by an unease with 
newfound reconceptions of faith, community, and family. 
These novels exhibit a disconcerted response to modernity 
even as they acquiescence to the popular genres – ‘ladies’ 
novels’, ‘pulp fiction’ – to which they were consigned by 
publishers and reviewers.  (The covers of their novels – pretty 
flowers, pulchritudinous women – telegraph their intended 
audiences.) 

New Yorker critic James Woods situates literature as a 
vehicle for helping readers see, evaluate, and understand.  
What Woods calls ‘serious noticing’ are moments so 
particularly rendered as to become universal. Both these 

T

writers observed ordinary 
people; elevator operators, 
taxi drivers, waitresses and 
church ladies are granted 
a masterful attention. 
Chandler and Pym 
illustrated the ways that 
subtleties of class, race, 
and sexual orientation 
influence their novels’ 
requisite ‘happy endings’. 

The acute efficiency of their observations conveys the 
voyeuristic fascination of a ‘private eye’ with sketching clan 
and class systems. Both authors consider character as fate, 
illustrating how individuals respond when confronted with, 
say, an unexpected proposal or an unexpected corpse; how 
they face such moral quandaries as an anonymous gift of 
Victoriana or a request for help from a friendly murderer. 
Characters are defined by their domestic routines – the 
making of tea for Pym’s heroines, the making of coffee for 
Philip Marlowe.  Pym celebrates the openings of jumble 
sales while Chandler hails the opening of bars, ‘[w]hen the 
air inside is still cool and clean and everything is shiny and 
the barkeep is giving himself that last look in the mirror to 
see if his tie is straight and his hair is smooth’. 

In fact, the ordinariness that Pym celebrates with a 
slyly humorous exaggeration irritated her critics. ‘Nothing 
happens,’ one complained.  A review of Less Than Angels 
in the Times Literary Supplement in 1955 praises her work 
as ‘amusing’ despite the limitations of a ‘a small canvas 
and a neat, feminine talent’. Neither were Chandler’s 
novels celebrated. The Washington Post described his plots 
as ‘rambling at best and incoherent at worst’. Certainly, 
Chandler’s taste in endings is distinctly idiosyncratic for a 
mystery novelist.  There are no open and shut cases, no 
Agatha Christie-style denouements – all suspects in one 
room for a bravura performance by the detective. Instead, 
Marlowe discovers truths the police reject as inconvenient 
to those in power. At the end of the novel, Marlowe’s 
romantic ideals have been tested, his loyalties proven, and 
his cynicism buttressed.  

All of which could define the modus operandi of a 
Barbara Pym novel. In An Unsuitable Attachment, her female 
character’s high ideals and maidenly fears are tested,  
and, after an ethical struggle, ameliorated (some might say 
compromised) by experience.  

Celia Bland teaches poetry at Bard College in Annandale, 
NY, where she is the Associate Director of the Bard College 
Institute for Writing & Thinking. Her third collection of 
poetry, Cherokee Road Kill, was published in 2018. She is 
co-editor with Martha Collins of Jane Cooper: A Radiance 
of Attention (University of Michigan, 2019). Her essay on 
the paintings of Colleen Randall is upcoming in the catalogue 
raisonné of ‘In The Midst of Something Splendid’ at the Hood 
Museum, Dartmouth College.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Washington_Post
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Conference Paper 
Violet Posies, Moleskin Coats,  
and Quince Jelly: Material Culture  
in the Lives of Barbara Pym’s  
Female Characters in
An Unsuitable Attachment
by Cynthia Boyd

s a folklorist specializing in women’s material culture, 
I have studied and analyzed women’s creations, 

whether grown in the garden, crafted in the kitchen, or 
manufactured and/or altered in the workplace. Historically, 
women’s everyday lives were rarely documented through 
written texts, and thus, the objects they made, used, or 
adapted were often the only surviving sources with which to 
understand the interrelationships of generations of women, 
their families and the communities in which they lived 
and worked. Material culture, therefore, has long been an 
invaluable documentary form as well as an aesthetic one in 
recording women’s lives.

While I myself have interacted with and interpreted 
forms of material culture, especially designed and used by 
women, I have expanded my interest to those expressive 
forms of material culture that are depicted through the lives 
of female characters within English twentieth-century novels, 
such as those written by Barbara Pym. There are multiple 
examples of material culture in each one of Pym’s novels, 
but this presentation focuses on what is described by female 
characters in An Unsuitable Attachment who live and work, 
love and gossip in the fictional North London parish of  
St Basil’s. I interpret and discuss how Pym offers up a veritable 
feast of meaning, reflection, and memory through the daily 
activities and extraordinary experiences of Ianthe Broome, 

Cynthia Boyd with the bouquet presented to her by her husband 
after her talk.

Sophia Ainger, and Penelope Grandison, who create, use, 
and/or consume food and drink, flowers and fruit, clothing 
and decorative embellishments throughout the pages of 
Pym’s novel.  In scenes in which the forms of material 
culture appear, Pym’s own interests and life events are often 
mirrored, which increases readers’ appreciation for the  
authenticity and validity of the women’s experiences depicted 
in the novel.  

The female sphere to which Barbara Pym pays the 
most tribute in her novels, from housework to cooking, 
gardening to tea drinking, dinner parties and church  
bazaars, was in fact, her world as well as that of her audi-
ence. The excellent women found between the covers of  
An Unsuitable Attachment visit, talk, consult, and argue 
amongst each other, but they also navigate through poten-
tial and/or current relationships with men at home and at 
work. The author depicts female characters who are  
neither complacent nor completely satisfied, for they, as 
Pym was herself, are inquisitive, questioning women, 
whose experiences encourage them to reflect upon their 
lives and that of others within their close-knit community.  

Pym portrays women who experience a sense of fulfill-
ment and purpose through shared pursuits and creative  
expression.  When all else fails to surprise or stimulate, 
female characters of An Unsuitable Attachment seek solace 
from ‘small blameless comforts’ – cherished objects and 
memorable activities – to which readers connect, and thus 
they recognize in Pym’s writing forms of material culture 
whose meaning and relevance lie well beyond the pages  
of the novel.

Cynthia Boyd has a PhD in Folklore from Memorial 
University of Newfoundland where she is a part-time lecturer 
and researcher in the Department of Folklore, specializing in 
material culture, occupational folklore, and the decorative arts. 
She has published and presented papers on these and other topics 
in North America and the United Kingdom. In addition, she 
is a copy editor and writer for the Newfoundland Quarterly 
magazine in St. John’s, Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada.

A
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Conference Paper 
Invisible Labor Made Visible:
Women Bibliographers  
in the Novels of Barbara Pym
by Christine Jacobson

any of Barbara Pym’s characters exist ‘on the dustier 
fringes of the academic world’. In other words, 

Pym’s heroines work as indexers, proofreaders, editors, and 
librarians – and rarely as scholars or authors. Their jobs ask 
them to do ‘thankless tasks’ done for people ‘more brilliant’ 
than themselves, and those people are often men. 

Recent critical scholarship in book history reconsiders the 
role women have historically played in bibliography, as in the 
history or systematic description of books, their authorship, 
printing, publication, editions, etc. The idea of ‘bibliographic 
labor’ – a term first used by the Morgan Library’s  
Christine Nelson and expounded on by Kate Ozment – asks 
us to shift our focus from ‘Who is a bibliographer?’ to the 
much more interesting question ‘Who does bibliography?’.  
By asking the latter question, we can capture the experiences  
of women much more reliably.

For this paper, I thought it would be fun to apply 
Ozment’s question, ‘Who does bibliography?’, to the novels of 
Barbara Pym. I’m interested in a wide swath of bibliographic 
labor – librarianship, proofreading, creating bibliographies 
and preparing indexes. To this end, I identify a few characters 
across Pym’s novels who fit this description and do close 
readings of how their labor is characterized and what role that 
labor plays in the novel. 

In An Unsuitable Attachment, Ianthe Broome works in 
a library, spending her day drinking cups of tea and writing 
bibliographies on nutrition in underdeveloped countries. 
Ianthe’s friends and family are eager to see her grow into 
a splendid spinsterhood. That they feel this way is not a 
surprise – in fact, it reflects an attitude that has plagued 
women since they entered the library field in the mid-
nineteenth century. Almost as soon as women got behind the 
card catalog, male librarians (Melvil Dewey among them) 
manufactured a tension between the two kinds of female 
librarians: the young, pretty women whose only motivation 
for working in the library is to be exposed to eligible suitors, 
get married, and exit the profession, and on the other hand, 
spinsters who chose a career in librarianship over having a 
family. But Pym, who loved a good spinster, doesn’t destine 
her librarian-heroine to spinsterhood – instead, Ianthe 
marries John Challow (a younger and socio-economically 
inferior man) and will likely continue to work at the library.  
In fact, it’s Challow who is the young librarian who attracts 
the attention of a refined, older suitor and quickly exits  
the profession.

 While An Unsuitable 
Attachment was rejected  
by her publisher and Pym 
suspected this was due to 
its unfashionable trappings, 
Pym wrote Ianthe’s ‘have-
it-all’ ending a full decade 
before the Women’s 
Liberation Movement  
took off in the 1970s.  

 In No Fond Return  
of Love, main characters 

Dulcie and Viola Dace meet at ‘a learned conference’, one for 
discussing scholarly niceties such as making bibliographies 
and indexes and other ‘humdrum’ tasks. In setting the first 
chapters of the novel at such a conference, Pym focuses 
our attention on this invisible, thankless labor. In fact, 
there is a simmering tension over the ‘thanklessness’ of this 
labor throughout the novel. It comes up when Viola offers 
to do the index for Aylwin Forbes’s book and again when 
Dulcie hears Aylwin make a joke about indexers – an act she 
resents since a ‘book can be made or marred by its index’. 
Despite their protestations that their work is humdrum, 
the women in this novel clearly take pride and intellectual 
satisfaction in their work – and they resent that this work 
goes unacknowledged or undervalued. 

Unfortunately, unsuitable arrangements between men 
with manuscripts and women with typing skills are made 
again and again in Pym’s novels. Mildred Lathbury cuts 
to the crux of the issue when she asks whether ‘any man is 
worth this burden?’. Pym’s women must contemplate this 
question because the men aren’t offering compensation – 
only their thanks. 

Readers think of Pym as a cozy, traditional writer, but  
I see these choices on behalf of her female bibliographers  
as radical and affirming. These women may see themselves 
on the ‘dustier fringes’, but Pym gives them each their day  
in the sun. 

Christine Jacobson is an Assistant Curator of Modern Books 
and Manuscripts at Harvard’s Houghton Library. She holds an 
MA in Russian and Eurasian Studies from Harvard University 
and a Master of Library and Information Studies from 
Simmons University. She lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
with her husband Ryan and several shelves of Pym books.

M
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Curate - there is something which excites 
compassion in the very name of a Curate!!!’ 

the Anglican cleric and wit Sydney Smith (1771-1845) 
supposedly quipped.  

Understandably so; as Christianity prides itself on being 
a religion of the ‘Servant King’, the Church of England has 
for much of its history seen little cause even to support, let 
alone celebrate those who occupy the lowest rungs of the 
ecclesiastical ladder. The curate, or assistant priest, who 
has no access to the income or ‘living’ provided by tax and 
tithe, land and properties of a parish, was therefore in much 
of English literature until Pym’s time considered a deeply 
pitiable specimen. 

In Austen’s works lowly curates are not permitted to 
enter those refined circles, and even Edmund Bertram 
of Mansfield Park, who defends the nobility of common 
pastoral work, declares that to take orders without a living 
would be ‘absolute madness!’. In Anthony Trollope’s  
Last Chronicle of Barset, perpetual curate (responsibilities 
of an incumbent, no equivalent remuneration nor social 
standing) Josiah Crawley is presented as a Job-like victim, 
threatened with falling below the poverty line after he is 
accused of stealing a £20 cheque. He is a dedicated pastor 
held hostage to economic fortune.

In Pym’s world, though, the curate’s stock and standing 
has risen considerably, thanks to Victorian reforms, spurred 
on by writers like Anthony Trollope. Pym’s pale, thin curates 
still have a Victorian silhouette and clearly lack great wealth, 
but they are hardly Carpenter’s ‘scarecrow parish drudge’,** 
they are welcome in gentle society, and are not anxious about 
money or livings. Instead, if anything arouses compassion for 
a Pym curate, it is not financial precarity, but feebleness of 
character. In this change, Pym’s curates retain a contemporary 
resonance that may disappoint church reformers even as it 
might encourage contemporary curates.

Pym’s curates are men of outward busyness, with  
little interior life, yet the four most fleshed-out curates 
(Stephen ‘worm of a man’ Latimer, ‘bleating’ Edgar Donne, 
Marius ‘broken reed’ Ransome, and Fr Basil ‘tame animal’ 
Branche) somehow never quite manage to prove effective 
in their endeavours. In a Dostoyevsky novel this lack of 
interiority might result in a lot of anguish and pathological 
behavior. In Pym, it mostly involves speaking in tired 
platitudes, preaching poorly, relying on others (usually 
women) to take the initiative for them, and being tone-deaf 
and oblivious in matters of romance, without ever realizing 
how they come across. This weakness pervades their role 

‘A

Conference Paper 
Good in Parts:*
Pym’s Rather Modern Curates 
by Fr Nathan Mulcock

in the novel; no curate is 
considered a serious love 
interest, never do they 
deeply affect the main 
protagonist’s lives, and they 
often simply rely on some 
external event or person 
to fix their own inner 
discontent. The curates 
ultimately simply drift from 
the beginning to the end  
of the novel, not having 

really grown nor attained any self-knowledge. It would be 
tragic if it wasn’t just so funny to read.

This weakness makes the curates excellent foils to the 
female heroes who, with their rich inner lives, embody a 
contemplative stance against the curate’s fruitless activity. 
The two marks of the contemplative that they most embody 
would be ‘attention’ – the ability to view things as they 
are and not through the prism of their own wishes and 
projections, and ‘detachment’ – the capacity to love others 
for themselves, not as means to their own fulfilment. In 
the first, this attention picks up on the beauty and joy of 
seemingly small things like careworn hands, achieving the 
right consistency of ravioli dough, or a beautiful day in 
North Oxford. The second leads to personal growth and 
triumph, even without affecting the outer world, welcoming 
such characters as Keith or Agatha into their lives and 
accepting one’s own uncharitable shortcomings, or finding 
comfort in the unchanging world of Leamington Lodge. 
The deep perceptiveness of Pym’s women characters is finally 
demonstrated in the fact they recognize their situations as 
comical; unlike the curates, each woman is blessed with the 
gift of laughter.

Despite even Pym describing curates as ‘old-fashioned’ 
by the time of An Unsuitable Attachment, her focus on 
character captures something enduring in a role that always 
begins with much confidence and no experience, with 
often desperate attempts to prove oneself in just three or 
four years. Yet should any curate be tempted to hubris or 
self-importance, Pym is always there, a gentle reminder not 
only to slow down, pay attention to both others and our 
inner selves, but above all to remember to laugh at both our 
pretensions and our foibles.

 

*Cf. ‘Curate’s egg  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Curate%27s_egg

**The Curate – A Poem, printed for James Carpenter, London, 1810.

Fr Nathan Mulcock was until recently the young assistant curate 
in the parish of St Andrew and St George, in the once-futuristic 
‘new town’ of Stevenage in the diocese of St Albans. He trained 
for the priesthood at St Stephen’s House, Oxford, and previously 
read theology at Trinity College, Oxford. Having completed  
his curacy this January, he is about to begin exploring a  
religious vocation with the Community of the Resurrection in  
Mirfield, Yorkshire.

https://deref-gmx.net/mail/client/OgIvYxginXk/dereferrer/?redirectUrl=https%3A%2F%2Femea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com%2F%3Furl%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fen.wikipedia.org%252Fwiki%252FCurate%252527s_egg%26data%3D04%257C01%257C%257C0a0d7d17008a4e9b0b9308d8f84f21d1%257C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%257C1%257C0%257C637532366186992304%257CUnknown%257CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%253D%257C1000%26sdata%3DdycTtp9aIOPVqzxP1nxfyQcNat7ogLZ0Y6hew22kw4A%253D%26reserved%3D0
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Below are the top three entries from the 2021 Ellen J. Miller 
Memorial Short Story Competition, starting with the first-prize 
winner. Visit the Barbara Pym Society website for information on 
how to enter the 2022 contest. 

Jelly Selves
by Heather Burt

ou find me a little ridiculous, I believe, Wilmet.’
‘Oh, Keith.’

We were making elderberry jelly from a recipe I’d 
found in a magazine. He wasn’t cross. But his smile was… 
wistful… or at least not the same smile with which he had 
just been smashing the lurid berries.

‘Perhaps even very ridiculous?’
‘Keith. Don’t be –,’ I hesitated.
‘Ridiculous?’
We shared a laugh, and I hoped that might be the end 

of it, but Keith leant back against the counter and began 
rubbing at a spot of purple on the bib of his white butcher’s 
apron (my own apron was a sensible navy). The rubbing 
only made it worse, of course, and soon he was sporting a 
rather gruesome Romish smudge in the vicinity of his heart. 
It occurred to me that I had not exactly refuted his claim 
about my finding him ridiculous.

‘Keith, what is it? What’s wrong?’
He looked up with an expression now closer to 

puzzlement. 
‘Is it Piers?’ I suggested. ‘Is he in one of his tempers?’
Keith gave an amused sniff. ‘Piers? If his tempers had 

the power to put me out of sorts, I’d have evicted him from 
here long ago.’

I refrained from reminding him that Piers was the 
original occupant of the flat.

‘So you are out of sorts?’
‘Not in the least.’ He smiled again. ‘You don’t have that 

power either, Wilmet, regardless of what you might think  
of me.’

Flustered, I turned back to the recipe. ‘Do you have 
anything for straining? A sieve of some kind? I completely 
forgot about that step.’

‘A crucial step – for jelly, that is.’ Keith stroked an 
imaginary beard. ‘Now, if we wanted to do a nice jam 
instead, we could skip the straining altogether.’

This last remark had a provocative edge to it, the 
meaning of which escaped me but nevertheless managed to 
fluster me more.

‘The recipe is for jelly,’ I replied weakly.
‘Then jelly we shall have.’ He wrestled with an unwieldy 

lower drawer, muttering about our muggy weather causing 
the wood to swell, then straightened up, waving several large 
muslin squares of the sort that sometimes appears on the 
kitchen supplies table at a jumble sale. ‘Cheesecloth,’ Keith 
intoned. ‘Have you ever used it?’

‘Well…’
‘I didn’t think so. It’s the traditional way.’
‘And you just happen to have a supply at hand.’ 
‘You look shocked. Sometimes the traditional way is 

best. Don’t you agree, Mrs Forsyth?’
‘I suppose.’
He retrieved a heavy ceramic bowl from an overhead 

cupboard and set about draping the cheesecloth over top 
and anchoring it underneath. I was annoyed, for suddenly 
the jelly project – my project, or at least a joint one – had 
become his, and he was orchestrating it all with the haughty 
pretension of a French master chef. I’d been pleased to 
have Keith to myself that afternoon, but I found myself 
increasingly wishing that Piers would come home, moody or 
drunk or both, and interrupt whatever it was Keith was up to.

‘Though sometimes the traditional way is simply the 
easiest,’ he continued. ‘And that isn’t necessarily best.’

He was certainly up to something. I began to wonder  
if he and Piers were regularly up to something, some joke or 
other at my expense, possibly going back to that very first 
tea we shared in their flat. The idea that the two of  
them might have suspected my silly infatuation with Piers 
came to me, morbidly fascinating as the crimson stain on 
Keith’s chest. 

‘Why would you think I find you ridiculous?’ I said. I 
intended to sound cool and unconcerned, but I feared my 
tone was closer to petulance.

Keith had plucked a ladle from an oriental urn and  
now paused, head cocked toward the wireless, playing softly 
in the background.

2021 Ellen J. Miller Memorial
Short Story Commpetition

‘Y
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‘Do you like Cole Porter, Wilmet?’ he said. ‘Tell me 
you do.’

He danced the ladle back and forth like a conductor’s 
baton. 

‘I’m not sure,’ I said, rather helplessly. ‘Is that who’s 
playing?’

‘Well, it’s his composition. “Begin the Beguine”.  
Bing Crosby is doing the singing.’

‘Rowena likes Bing Crosby.’
Keith made a face. ‘She would. Frank Sinatra’s version 

of this song is much better. Of course, one could say that 
about any of Sinatra’s recordings. They’re always the best 
version. But especially the Cole Porter material. Crosby 
couldn’t be romantic to save his life.’ 

‘Perhaps we should have Rowena here to defend him.’
‘Unnecessary. I’ll play Frank’s “Beguine” for you, and 

you’ll hear for yourself.’
Once again we seemed to have lost the thread of Keith’s 

original complaint. I considered simply surrendering to his 
conversational whims, but I’d become defensive.

‘I don’t think you’re ridiculous, Keith,’ I said. It wasn’t a 
lie. I suppose I would have said something of the sort when 
we first met, but now… well, ridiculous wasn’t the right word.

Keith began ladling the berries onto the cheesecloth.
‘What word would you use then?’ he said, apparently 

reading my mind.
I realized in that moment that I’d never before spoken 

as candidly to another person – not Rowena, or Mary, or 
Rodney, certainly not any of the vicars who’d received my 
occasional confessions over the years – as I was preparing to 
speak to Keith. I recalled standing at the summit of Monte 
Solaro (an excursion from Naples with Rowena, Harry, and 
Rodney – or was it Rocky?), looking down from a dizzying 
height at the landscapes of Capri.

‘An actor,’ I said. ‘Someone who is always performing. 
Your gestures and the sound of your voice… the way  
you would greet Piers if he were to come home now – like  
a housewife.’ 

Keith went on ladling. The music had changed to 
something melancholy. I glanced down at the aquamarine 
cotton skirt I’d selected that morning after trying on and 
rejecting two others, the complementary beadwork in my 
sandals. ‘How do I look?’ I’d asked Rodney on my way 
out, and he’d given precisely the answer I was expecting: 
‘Beautiful, darling.’   

‘I’m the same, aren’t I?’ I confessed. Though I suppose 
my role is so ordinary that no one notices it.

The ladling was done. I hadn’t been at all ambitious  
in the quantity of elderberries I’d accepted from  
Mary Ransome’s garden, not having any idea at the time 
what I would do with them. Keith prodded the purple mash 
sagging in the cheesecloth. ‘I wonder what our jelly selves 
are like,’ he mused.

‘Jelly selves?’ I laughed. ‘You are ridiculous.’

‘I’m quite serious. If we strained away all the skins and 
pips and fibrous bits – all the costumes, if you like – what 
would be left of Wilmet Forsyth and Keith Baker? Would 
we even recognize each other?’

I thought his analogy was flawed, for surely pips should 
correspond to something quite profound and essential – the 
heart, or the soul even. But the point would have sounded 
dangerously close to something Sybil would say, and fear of 
sounding like one’s mother-in-law is a powerful deterrent.

‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘Perhaps we would just be 
slithering, incoherent blobs. Perhaps we need all those 
accoutrements to get by in the world.’

I was pleased with my impromptu bit of philosophy, 
and Keith seemed to be giving it due consideration. 

‘The recipe says to strain this for at least an hour,’  
he said at length, removing his apron. ‘How shall we pass 
the time?’

I draped my own still-spotless apron over the back of 
a chair. I was about to suggest tea at the stylish new shop 
down the street (where I had intended my skirt and sandals 
to make their greatest impression), but the idea seemed so 
drearily in character that, despite my argument about the 
necessity of roles and costumes, I stopped myself.

I thought his analogy was flawed, 
for surely pips should  

correspond to something quite 
profound and essential – the heart, 

or the soul even. But the point would 
have sounded dangerously close to  

something Sybil would say, and fear  
of sounding like one’s mother-in-law  

is a powerful deterrent.

‘You said you’d play some Frank Sinatra for me.’
Keith’s face brightened. ‘I did indeed!’
I’d scarcely ever noticed the battered radiogram in a 

corner of the tiny lounge, or the collection of record albums 
stacked against it. Keith seemed quite enamoured of it all, 
however, taking great care with handling and positioning 
the selected record and manipulating the various controls.

‘Well?’ he said, a few measures into the crackly piece. 
‘Much better than Crosby’s, wouldn’t you agree?’

Having heard only part of that other rendition – and in 
a distracted state – I could hardly say. ‘It’s lovely,’ I answered 
truthfully.

‘I’ve no idea how one dances the beguine,’ Keith said. 
‘Have you and Rodney ever tried it?’ 
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Dear Wilmet
by Camilla Zajac

25 March 2020

 ear Wilmet,
‘Dear’ or ‘Hello’? I never quite know which one 

I should write, so I will keep to tradition for now and use 
the former. I am glad that we started emailing. It’s been sad 
to lose you as a neighbour but wonderful to gain you as a 
correspondent. If that is the appropriate word in relation to 
email, of course! 

I’m sure you’re finding life just as strange as we are these 
days. I’ve been busy making masks for all of our friends and, 
of course, for the NHS. It’s certainly been keeping me very 
busy, which you know I enjoy. I think I may have made my 
first ones too large. Dear Mother did look a little peculiar  
in hers and rather startled the children next door today. And 
poor Father Ransome could barely see over the top of his 
during the service. But I’m certain my next lot will be an  
improvement. I must get working on those very soon. 

Oh, I think I hear Mother calling me. I must sign off 
now or whatever one does with emails.

With love,
Mary

15 April 2020
Dear Wilmet,

I was so glad to hear you are all keeping well. I think 
we’re doing splendidly, considering the circumstances. There 
has been a lot to do, whether that is keeping an eye on our 
friends or supporting the excellent work of the church in 
making sure local people have enough to eat. However, there 
was an incident last week when Father Ransome made his 
customary request for food donations during the service. 
Lady Nollard walked up the aisle there and then and  
deposited a large pile of potatoes on the communion table! 

Father Ransome took the stoical route by leaving them 
in situ for the rest of the service. Gazing at large, unwashed 
potatoes as we worshipped did feel rather pagan. But as 
mother pointed out afterwards, it’s not too dissimilar from 
what we do during Harvest Festival! Just a little muddier 
and less presentable. The potatoes, I mean, not the pagans. 
Anyway, I’m sure Lady Nollard’s potatoes will be much  
appreciated by whoever receives them. I wonder if they’ll be 
told that their potatoes featured in our Sunday service. If 
they do find out, will it have a bearing on how they decide 
to serve them? Perhaps they’ll choose to make something 
more formal – sautéed rather than just mashed, perhaps?  
Or maybe even fondant potatoes? 

That’s enough about potatoes for now. I am glad to 
hear Rodney is able to keep working from his home office. 
I trust you’re finding plenty to keep you occupied. If you’d 
like a pattern for the masks I’m making, you only have to 

‘Rodney and I? No.’ The idea of Rodney and I engaged 
in anything associated with tropical splendour was almost 
inconceivable, though I did fleetingly think of Rocky Napier 
and that long-ago infatuation from my time in the Wrens. 
‘Rowena and I learned the rhumba and the cha-cha when 
we were in Italy. Along with wireless telegraphy for the war 
effort, of course.’

‘Italy. How exotic. I’m afraid the Cenerentola is the 
closest I’ve been.’

He pronounced the name of the coffee bar where he 
used to work in a distinctly English way. Recalling Keith’s 
background, I felt badly for having mentioned Italy. I made 
a point of telling Piers he must arrange a Continental tour 
for the two of them. Portugal in September, or an Alpine 
ski lodge over Christmas. Perhaps Rodney and I could join 
them and cover some of their costs. But those plans of course 
did nothing to ease the wistful longing I detected in that 
moment.

I raised my arms to a suitable height. ‘Shall we try it, then?’
‘You mean dancing? But I don’t… I’ve only ever…’
‘It’s all right. I can lead. And it’s just for fun. No one’s 

watching.’
 Stepping forward to meet me, Keith looked as nervous 

and excited as a schoolboy. ‘All right, Mrs Forsyth. Let’s give 
it a go.’

Up close, he smelled of Lux soap; his impish face was 
faintly shadowed with razor stubble. I positioned his  
hands, then my own, then I counted us in as I remembered 
Rocky doing.

There wasn’t much floor space between the chairs and 
end tables and other furnishings, and the faded Persian  
rug was treacherously buckled in spots. Keith’s feet were always 
a beat ahead of the music. But he sang along in a light, 
melodious tenor.

‘To live it again is past all endeavour,
Except when that tune clutches my heart,
And there we are, swearing to love forever…’

He giggled. ‘It really is impossibly romantic, isn’t it?’
‘Mind the table,’ I said.
My own heart wasn’t exactly clutched or fluttering, 

the way it had been in Rocky’s arms. It did, however, feel 
connected to something deeper inside me. My jelly self, 
I decided, for no other term came to me. As Keith and I 
danced, and the elderberry juice seeped and dripped in the 
kitchen, that mysterious and slightly intimidating part of  
me stretched out a little from its confines and quietly sighed.

Heather Burt, a member of the Barbara Pym Society, lives in 
Vancouver, BC, Canada. Her short fiction and non-fiction have 
appeared in a variety of publications, and her novel Adam’s 
Peak (Dundurn Press) was shortlisted for the BC Book Prize for 
adult fiction. www.heatherburt.ca

D

https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.heatherburt.ca%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7Ca52e0aa357c04ae8c3a208d8ecdbb2e6%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C637519775625541429%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=6oLojBeMYkiwFWs%2BYyuDflS8xxA0CY1zXTuGyXQa0gE%3D&reserved=0
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say, and I’ll send one to you. My masks are quite in demand 
now I’ve mastered which way round the strings go. Mother 
likes to wear hers around the house! She says she enjoys the 
practice. 

With love,
Mary

9 May 2020
Dear Wilmet,

I hope you’re feeling well. These days do seem to drag 
on rather, don’t they? We all need some moments of joy to 
cheer us up. Thankfully, we had Mr Bason for that yesterday. 
He brought his little radio out of the clergy house and got 
all of the nearby neighbours dancing after we clapped for the 
NHS! It was quite a sight to see Father Ransome and Father 
Thames jigging along gently to Saturday Night. They even 
made it into the local paper, with a lovely photo that I’m  
arranging to have framed for the clergy house. Men generally 
look rather comical when they are dancing, but the Fathers 
in their robes looked quite dignified, almost as if they were 
taking part in some obscure but vaguely significant ritual.

Mr Bason is really doing the Fathers proud. He has  
instituted a whole new regime to make the most of supplies. 
He has been organising all of the food into specific categories 
and is keeping a close eye on which ones need refreshing. 
There’s always something going on there these days. In fact, 
Mr Bason seems to be cooking almost constantly when I 
pass the house. I wondered for a while if it was because they 
were going to be having people to stay for the duration of 
this crisis. But that doesn’t seem to be the case at all. I must 
admit I do sometimes wonder if perhaps Mr Bason is now 
more in charge of the house than Father Ransome. 

But what about you, dear Wilmet? Are you keeping 
calm and carrying on? I trust you are. I hope it’s not too 
long before we meet again.

With love,
Mary

22 June 2020
Dear Wilmet, 
        I have no doubt that you’re enjoying your freedom now 
the lockdown is over. Many of us of course are having to  
keep to our homes or just be very careful. Mother is making  
the most of the opportunity to catch up with her embroidery.  
I continue to make my masks for NHS staff and others.  
I so enjoy seeing friends around town sporting their 
Mary-designed mask! 

Some news from your hometown… I think I sensed 
some tension when I knocked on the door of the clergy 
house today and (at a safe distance) enquired about how 
they are all doing. Mr Bason insisted on answering the door 
and speaking for much of the conversation. I’m not sure that 
confinement (the modern kind, of course) becomes him. He 
was chatting nineteen to the dozen and talked right over poor 
Father Ransome. It was most uncomfortable to witness.

I have heard hints that the tension has something to do 
with Father Bode’s failure to fully acknowledge the artistry of 
Mr Bason’s boeuf en daube. Someone said all Father B and 
the others really wanted was baked beans on toast. Instead, 
they had to wait hours before they could eat. At times like 
these when food is such a comfort, that must have been very 
trying indeed. 

Other than that, dear Wilmet, I have no news for you. 
We are all well, thank goodness. Your little updates help to 
keep me entertained. Looking forward to the next one soon.

With love,
Mary

Mr Bason insisted on answering the 
door and speaking for much 

of the conversation. I’m not sure that 
confinement (the modern kind, 

of course) becomes him. He was chatting 
nineteen to the dozen and  

talked right over poor Father Ransome. 
It was most uncomfortable to witness.

11 July 2020
Dear Wilmet,

What a delightful surprise to have seen you – albeit 
briefly! You looked so well and I did love your ensemble. 
Rodney seems to be on good form too. Your brief visit to the 
village certainly got people talking! It was wonderful for us 
all to see a familiar yet fresh face! New experiences mean so 
much more these days.

That’s why I enjoy my regular walks around the area. 
We’ve gathered together rather a nice little neighbours’  
walking group to help keep up our spirits. A few of us leave 
our homes at around lunchtime to make sure we have some 
daily exercise. Then we go for a pleasant perambulate around 
the place. We all maintain a safe distance from each other,  
of course.

The group includes Lady B, who strides along in front 
and makes the rest of us rather hurry. Then there’s little Miss 
Prideaux, who has rather a habit of stopping in front of the 
nicer houses and declaring loudly that they aren’t as fine as 
the houses in her youth. Most embarrassing when the owner 
of the property is in their garden or by the front door! But 
Miss Prideaux is a marvel. She keeps going and going like a 
fine wine. So we allow her her eccentricities. 

We are also joined on our walks by another of our 
neighbours, a lady called Miss Pym, who works in an edito-
rial role for some sort of anthropological institute, I believe. 
Rather interesting. It certainly sounds as if she has worked 
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organised. You know I would never stockpile, but over time 
we have carefully built up a decent supply of embroidery 
thread, good biscuits and port. All mother’s favourite things 
really. So, we’re ready and we’re busy making sure our friends 
and neighbours are too. There is to be a meeting of the 
neighbours out in the street tomorrow. We will all keep our 
distance while planning how to make sure everyone stays 
well. Masks firmly on!

The initial episode of The Great British Bake Off should 
be shown during the first fortnight of the lockdown, which 
seems appropriate somehow. I wonder how Mr Bason will 
fare? I’m not sure he’s all that good under pressure and I 
strongly suspect we may see some dramatic scenes in the 
Bake Off tent followed by a swift return to the clergy house. 

So, Wilmet, here we are again – back in lockdown.  
I am glad we have our emails to keep each other up to date 
and entertained. I think it’s lovely how our friendship has 
endured, despite your move.

Mother would say I’m being fanciful, but I feel as if  
we were destined to become friends somehow, whatever the  
occasion and era. Perhaps even some time in the past.  
Imagine that!

With much love,
Mary

Camilla Zajac – who is not (yet!) a member of the Barbara Pym 
Society – is in firm agreement with the well-known quote  
‘People say that life is the thing, but I prefer reading’, particularly 
books as good as those of Barbara Pym. As well as writing  
for fun, Camilla loves writing for business through her company, 
Green Light Copywriting.

on some fascinating projects, though I have heard whispers 
that she finds time to write some rather amusing novels too.  
I have to admit that while I like Miss Pym, I do sometimes 
get the feeling she is studying our own little tribe! 

Yet another member of our walking group is  
Father Bode, who is wonderful at sharing bon mots and 
thoughts for the day as we potter around. It’s all rather  
pleasant and something that I hope we will keep up when  
all of this is over. Oh, and Mr Bason insists on joining  
us on occasion. I have to admit I find his presence rather 
changes the atmosphere. Last Monday, he went so far 
as to insist on us going one way while the rest of us wished 
to go another. It was a choice between a very lovely tree-lined 
avenue and a rather unpromising little street. 

Mr Bason simply stood and glared at us all because the 
way he wished to walk would take us past an antique shop 
that wasn’t even open! It was terribly awkward – Mr Bason 
all but stamping his foot and Father Bode gesturing wildly 
with his arm towards the ‘chosen path’. It was quite a stand-
off. I am sure you can guess who won in the end. We all 
ended up trooping along Mr Bason’s route, like school  
children on a trip, and had to put up with the extra half-mile 
it added to our walk. He was so delighted with his victory 
that he marched ahead calling ‘Come along, everyone! I 
must see what new bibelots Sankey’s have in their window!’. 
Since that episode, there have been whispers about making 
plans for walking at a different time, when Mr Bason is  
otherwise occupied. 

Golly, what a long message! It’s time to go downstairs 
before Mother thinks I’ve forgotten her.

With love,
Mary

6 November 2020
Dear Wilmet,

It is no longer a mystery as to why a certain someone 
has been in such a fluster recently! Such news. Mr Bason 
announced on today’s walk that he has been accepted to 
compete in The Great British Bake Off! He has also told the 
Fathers he won’t return to the clergy house if he gets through 
the first two rounds! I had heard Father Thames complain-
ing about Mr Bason being in a flurry of whisking, whipping 
and glazing these past few weeks, but just assumed it was his 
way of coping during these difficult times. 

I suppose we must just wait and see how well he does. 
From what I’ve heard, the Fathers are rather less upset by 
the news than Mr B would have liked. In fact, I have it on 
the best authority that there has already been a conversation 
about a return to peace and quiet good plain food by bring-
ing back Mrs G! 

It’s a pity all this excitement is accompanied by the 
rather sadder news about our return to lockdown. Do you 
feel prepared? Thankfully, Mother and I have been very  
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Breakfast Jam
by Ali Miremadi

icholas,’ called Jane as she pulled the door of the 
vicarage shut behind her with an unintended show 

of force. She had just returned from a visit to their daughter, 
Flora, who was at the beginning of her second year at  
Oxford. ‘Nicholas, do come here. I have the most astonishing 
story to relate.’

Jane dropped her patchwork overnight bag on the door-
mat and threw her old tweed coat across it. After a moment 
of hesitation her black hat was dropped on top. ‘Now that 
the veil has come off there is no need to be quite so precious 
about that hat,’ thought Jane as she marched through the 
hallway, across the kitchen and into the back porch. 

‘I might have known,’ she said, stooping to kiss her  
husband on the top of his head, ‘that I would find you 
kneeling over your blessed tobacco plants.’

‘Welcome back, darling,’ said Nicholas mildly, looking 
up at her above his half-moon spectacles. His faded delphin-
ium-blue eyes, naked and vague without their lenses, seemed 
somehow even more clerical to Jane than they did when he 
declaimed Mass on Sundays, notwithstanding that he was 
then glorious in his vestments, rather than dressed humbly 
in beige corduroy gardening trousers and a woollen cardi-
gan which had been knitted for him by one of the excellent 
women of their former parish. 

‘How was your trip? Is Flora enjoying herself with 
her young man? Did you find time to look in on  
Miss Birkinshaw, or were you too busy?’ 

Nicholas blinked, as though conscious that he had 
not helped himself by asking three questions at once. Jane 
exhaled through her nose with the exasperation of a person 
who has more important matters to discuss. 

‘Come into the kitchen, Nicholas. I’ll make coffee and 
tell you everything.’

‘I’m afraid there isn’t any coffee, darling. Miss Doggett 
brought her new companion around yesterday and I used 
it up trying to entertain the two of them. The appetite of 
elderly women for coffee is a fearsome thing to behold. Will 
you be able to subsist on tea alone?’

Jane had already left him in her wake and was filling the 
kettle from the kitchen sink.

‘I hardly know where to start,’ she began.
‘The last I knew you were going to Oxford to visit our 

daughter. Why don’t you start there?’ 
‘Indeed.’ 
Jane put the kettle on the stove and collapsed into a 

kitchen chair across the table from her husband. 
‘You remember that I had arranged to stay at a differ-

ent boarding house this time? Old Miss Perkins who ran 

the boarding house that Prudence and I liked to visit has 
gone the way of all flesh, so I chose a place advertised in the 
Church Times just at the bottom of the Iffley Road.’

‘Very convenient for visiting Flora,’ Nicholas interjected.
‘I had hoped to see Flora and her young man in the 

evening when I arrived, but she left me a note saying that 
she had been invited to dinner with her tutor. I didn’t want 
to interfere so I had an early night ahead of going to see  
her the next morning. The lady who keeps the boarding 
house seemed very strict, not at all like Miss Perkins.  
Mrs Didercup is a tiny, wizened little thing with blue hair 
and a colourful housecoat. She told me as soon as I arrived 
that I must remember the constraints of rationing and asked 
me to choose my breakfast before going to bed.’

‘What did you choose, darling?’
‘Bread, eggs and tea – I didn’t want her to think I  

expected special treatment. The next morning I went into 
the breakfast room and found there was already another 
guest. He was a handsome man, in his mid-to-late thirties. 
He reminded me of Fabian Driver, only fifteen years younger 
and less beaten-up by the world. He was wearing a lovely 
casual tweed suit and leapt to his feet as I entered the room 
with a kind of military bearing. You know how it is when 
you stay at somebody else’s house – everything feels a bit 
odd, halfway between the formality of an hotel and the  
domesticity of a friend’s house. I never quite know how  
to act. But this gentleman had no such doubts. He wished 
me good morning and introduced himself. He had an  
unusual name – Rockingham Napier. If I were any younger  
I might have blushed, but as it was I wished him good 
morning and sat down to my tea.’

‘Was this Mr Napier also breakfasting alone?’
‘That is precisely the point, Nicholas. No, he was not. I 

had just poured myself a cup of tea when I heard somebody 
else walking into the room. Before I could look up I heard 
myself addressed by name. “Mrs Cleveland,” said the new-
comer, “what a pleasant surprise.”’

 Jane paused in her narration, looking hard at her hus-
band to see if he was paying attention.

‘Don’t leave me in suspense, darling. Who on earth was it?’
‘None other than Mildred Lathbury.’
‘Miss Lathbury – most excellent of all women – other 

than you, of course, Jane.’

‘N
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‘Bread, eggs and tea, I should think.’
‘For Mildred and me. But Mr Napier received two 

rashers and two eggs! I was on the verge of pointing out that 
they had not been listed on the menu when our hostess said 
to her favourite guest with a stage whisper, “There you are, 
dear. We women know that men need feeding up”. At least 
Mr Napier had the good grace to look ashamed of the whole 
affair. It reminded me of the way you are treated by the 
women at the Spinning Wheel!’

‘This mortal life will never be entirely equitable,’ mur-
mured Nicholas.

‘Anyway, Mildred explained everything. You might 
remember that we occasionally saw her at midweek services 
with a young man who was an anthropologist. His name was 
Everard Bone.’

‘Oh yes. Mr Bone of the Prehistoric Society.’ Nicholas 
laughed to himself. ‘I always feared we were a little too High 
for him.’

‘It sounds as though Everard Bone may no longer be 
quite the Puritan he first appeared. Mildred was delighted 
to tell me that shortly after she and Everard themselves had 
surprised everybody by walking down the aisle, Everard and 
Rockingham’s wife, Helena, ran off together to Africa.’

‘In search of Julian Malory and his sister?’
‘Don’t be deliberately obtuse, Nicholas. The two of 

them – Everard and Helena that is – are both anthropolo-
gists and had spent years together working on their tribe, or 
something like that. It seems that passion had been building 
up as they exchanged notes, or spoke at the Society, or what-
ever it is that anthropologists do together.’

‘I think they often exchange their interpretation of  
African languages,’ began Nicholas, ‘I remember  
smiling once at the sound of a Miss Lydgate and a certain 
Father Gemini…’

‘Be quiet, Nicholas! I’m trying to tell you a story. At this 
point Rockingham Napier was applying himself to his  
bacon and eggs and I could swear was coming out in a blush, 
though whether over Mildred’s story or his special treatment 
over breakfast I have no idea. Mildred kept fussing over  
him, buttering him a slice of her toast and even reaching 
across to adjust the fringe of his unnecessarily long dark hair. 
She could not wait to unburden herself of her story.

Apparently Rockingham and Helena Napier had been 
neighbours of hers, and had been the couple who first  
introduced Mildred to Everard, so she had them all under 
close observation. There was an initial temporary separation 
between Rockingham and Helena, which was then followed 
by the great smash when the two anthropologists headed  
for foreign climes. Then Mildred explained to me that things 
came to a crisis for her. She knew that Rockingham was  
sitting alone in his kitchen, doubtless comforting himself 
with a strong drink. Mildred said to me, “The thing is that  
virtue is an excellent thing, and I have strived for it, but  
ultimately I decided that sin is much less depressing. I decided 

‘None other. But Mildred Lathbury is no longer as you 
remember her.’

‘I couldn’t forget Miss Lathbury. She was indefatigable 
at Harvest Festival and there was nobody I could more rely 
upon than her when it came to jumble sales and organising a 
tea urn for the annual whist drive at our London parish.’

‘That’s the woman. When I tell you that she arrived 
dressed for breakfast in a blue velvet dress, an expertly ap-
plied rouge and lipstick she went out of her way to inform 
me is called Hawaiian Fire, you will begin to appreciate the 
transformation which she has undergone.’

‘You astonish me, Jane. But who on earth is this Napier 
fellow?’

At this point the kettle began to whistle on its hob, and 
Jane, recalling perhaps the dramatic techniques of her be-
loved golden age dramatists, took her time pouring out the 
boiling water and arranging the paraphernalia of tea things. 

‘That’s the woman. When I tell you 
that she arrived dressed for  

breakfast in a blue velvet dress, an  
expertly applied rouge and lipstick  

she went out of her way to  
inform me is called Hawaiian Fire,  

you will begin to appreciate  
the transformation which she  

has undergone.’

‘You will remember, Nicholas, how we took over  
St Mary’s rather abruptly after Julian Malory and his sister 
suddenly trooped off to Africa in the wake of that alarming 
Theodore Grote.’

‘Of course I remember. A lovely parish. We were  
fortunate to find it. Miss Lathbury was a pillar of the congre-
gation when we arrived.’

‘You might not have known that there had been some 
talk about Julian Malory and Mildred Lathbury. Some 
people thought that the two of them would make a good 
couple, but apparently Malory made a fool of himself with 
a widow instead and then rather lost his nerve. Mildred was 
delighted to fill me in on everything that had happened sub-
sequently. She walked straight over to me and kissed me on 
both cheeks, quite as though we were French or Italian, and 
insisted on introducing me to her “darling Rocky”. I could 
see that the poor chap was rather embarrassed, and explained 
that we had already met. I was agog to learn about how the 
two of them had ended up having breakfast together in a 
boarding house in Oxford but at that very moment the co-
lourful housecoat made an appearance with breakfast. Not to 
get off the point, dear, but what do you think she brought?’
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it was no longer sufficient to be simply an observer of life so 
I slapped on some mascara, wriggled my way into a maroon 
velvet dress I had snaffled up in the jumble sale, and paid 
him a call”.’ 

‘Goodness me, Jane. What did Rockingham Napier 
have to say about all of this talk over the breakfast jam?’

‘He was in no hurry to finish off his bacon and eggs, I 
can tell you. At this point he sat back in his chair, smiled at 
Mildred in what I can best describe as an uxorious manner, 
and said to me, “The fact is, Mrs Cleveland, I simply can’t 
bear anthropology. All the impossible languages, endless 
questions and statistics, and writing up of notes. Life with 
Mildred is so much more satisfying. We agree about the  
importance of civilised eating. Helena, bless her, was a slut in 
the kitchen. And she never appreciated my painting.” Then 
Mildred said to me, “Men love messing about with paint and 
distemper – wouldn’t you agree, Jane?”.’

Nicholas laughed and said, ‘What is it that Miss Doggett 
says is the one thing a man wants?’

‘Miss Doggett can never remember, my dear, but I can 
tell you if you like. It turns out that all my husband wants is 
to grow his own tobacco plants, whereas Mr Napier seeks to 
collect Victoriana.’

‘Does Mildred Lathbury have a collection of Victorian 
knick-knacks to attract him?’

‘She is certainly happy to indulge him, which must be 
the next best thing. They were in Oxford to go bric-a-brac 
hunting.’

‘What of our lovely Flora – did you find time to visit 
our daughter, or was it all scandal over the breakfast jam on 
your trip?’

‘Oh yes. Flora and her young man Paul and I had a 
lovely time in the Botanical Gardens and then I took them 
out for lunch. Flora seems very settled. There is no doubt 
that she is in love.’

‘Will she turn into more of a Jane or a Prudence,  
I wonder?’

‘I think rather a Mildred, if anyone. She has Paul firmly 
under control.’

‘And what is the one thing that Paul wants, I wonder?’
‘I’m not sure if I should be happy or sad to report that 

Paul’s great love in life is the barren, unexciting world of 
Geography:

“So must pure lovers’ souls descend
T’affections and to faculties”.’
‘Never give up your dreams, darling,’ said Nicholas. ‘If 

Mildred Lathbury can breakfast at a boarding house in a 
velvet dress with another woman’s husband then anything is 
possible.’

‘I just hope the poor woman gets a bathroom of her 
own at last,’ said Jane. 

Ali Miremadi, a recent member of the Barbara Pym Society, 
studied English at Oxford and works in finance. He lives 
in London with his wife and three children and is currently 
writing a comic novel about midwives. 

Barbara Pym and YouTube:
A Suitable Attachment
by Dan DiPietro

 

n the last six months, two video plays based on novels 
by Barbara Pym have been produced: Crampton Hodnet 

(CH) and An Unsuitable Attachment (UA). Dan DiPietro, 
long-time BPS member and co-producer, talks about the 
making of these video plays.

To date [beginning of April 2021], the two videos have 
generated over 1,200 views on YouTube, far greater exposure 
than prior dramatized readings would have gotten. 

The inspiration
Ann [Dan’s wife] and I were so disappointed that the 2020 
Pym conferences in Cambridge and Oxford were canceled 
that we began discussing a virtual way the Pym Society 
could be in touch with its members. So, I arranged a call 
with Deb Fisher [Chair of the BPS] to discuss the idea of a 
video play.

The supporter
Deb Fisher loved the idea and wanted to understand the 
process. I think she felt a lot more comfortable when
I shared my experience co-producing two similar video 
projects during COVID.

The forerunners 
For a number of years prior to 2020, a group of fellow James 
Joyce lovers have paraded through our town on 16 June in 
period costume and re-enacted scenes from Ulysses. Last year, 
I reached out to my good friend, Fred Stroppel, who has 
written and directed several off-Broadway plays, and we 
agreed to produce a video play – the James Joyce Jaunt – which 
we uploaded to YouTube. This led to a request by our local 
civic association to produce a virtual 4 July celebration in 
place of the usual live event on Village Green. In both cases, we 
quintupled our audience! Deb and I agreed I would approach 
Fred to co-produce CH with me. Happily, he agreed!

The next step
Fred and I needed to adapt the dramatized reading (DR) 
into a video play format. We asked ourselves if certain scenes 
would work visually. Also, there was a fair bit of narration 
that could be captured visually through a simple gesture or 
facial expression. As they say, a picture is worth a thousand 
words! Also, we needed to add instructions so that actors 
who were in scenes with others knew in which direction 
they should be looking These changes needed to be captured 
in stage directions. Once the script was done, we tackled  
the casting.

The casting process
Mostly, we drew from two pools of people: the Mighty Pym 
Players, BPS members who had performed in previous DRs, 
and Sea Cliff friends and neighbors who had performed 

I
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Gleanings
by Yvonne Cocking 

he first Gleaning I received for this half year was 
an obituary of Tom Maschler, in The Guardian on 

17 October 2020, in which the writer reminded us of the 
lamentable fact, well-known to Pym Society members, 
that Maschler’s rejection of An Unsuitable Attachment 
condemned Barbara Pym to 14 years in the wilderness, 
following six novels with Cape.

	 	
In her obituary of Elisabeth Russell Taylor (The Guardian, 
19 October 2020) Jill Foulston compared the deceased with 
Pym’s fictional characters: ‘Much like a heroine in a novel 
by Barbara Pym, Elisabeth had a habit of gathering around 
her some of society’s more unconventional figures, occasion-
ally describing them as “looking like an unmade bed”, but 
often forming lifelong friendships with them.’  

	 	
Also in The Guardian (7 November 2020), on the happier, 
and now familiar, topic of books to read in lockdown,  
Hadley Freeman’s Weekend column ‘I know how I’ll get 
through this winter…’ suggested that ‘It’s fine to catch  
up on the classics…but again, only nice ones by writers such 
as Barbara Pym and Dodie Smith.’

	 	
Rupert Christiansen wrote a longer piece in a series of 
articles on ‘comforting works for these tough times’, in  
The Daily Telegraph on 12 November. ‘Barbara Pym’s fans 
often see her as a novelist for teatime comfort…[s]he is a 
quiet writer, not a noisy one…[f ]orty years after her death, 
her stature holds fast, and she has weathered changes  
of fashion far better than flashier contemporaries such as 
Kingsley Amis and Angus Wilson. I believe she stands  
with Iris Murdoch, Muriel Spark and Elizabeth Taylor 
among the finest women novelists of the second half of the 
20th century…’

	 	
Elena Ferrante compiled a list of her top 40 books by 
women (The Guardian, 21 November). A contributor to the 
Letters, page 2, days later opined, ‘Perhaps [she] was a bit 
distracted when composing this list. That might explain the 
complete omittance of any works by Daphne du Maurier, 
Virginia Woolf, Barbara Pym and Sylvia Plath.’ 

	 	
A letter to the Editor of The Daily Telegraph on 24 November, 
entitled ‘A writer to lift the spirits during lockdown’, 
commented on Rupert Christiansen’s article [see above]: 
‘During the lockdown I’ve read all [Pym’s] novels, one of 
which was published posthumously but written in the 
Thirties – Crampton Hodnet.  It made me laugh out loud.’ 
The letter was accompanied by a colour photograph of 
Barbara sitting in Barn Cottage. 

T

with Ann and me in various local productions. We had a 
particular challenge in finding age-appropriate actors for  
two of the roles. Triona Adams found us a wonderful  
Simon Beddoes (James Soulsby) and Deb Fisher convinced 
a neighbor, Hannah Miles, to take on Barbara Bird.  
And, in a life-imitating-art moment, Ann and I convinced 
our rector at St Luke’s Episcopal Church, Jesse Lebus, to  
play Rev Wardell.

The recording
We scheduled a read-through on Zoom and our international 
cast began to send in their recordings. We still had a few 
roles unfilled but this didn’t slow us down. One of the silver 
linings of doing this virtually is that each actor could  
record his or her lines independently of anyone else. As  
Fred received the last of the recordings, his real work  
began – the editing.

The problems of the editor
Fred kept saying it was the fun part of the project, but I 
know from editing I’ve done on much shorter videos that it 
is painstaking and time-consuming work.

The question of continuity
I was worried about this but Fred believed – correctly – 
that the audience would quickly suspend disbelief as they 
understood the actors were filming apart. Fred did have 
outdoor scenes recorded consistently outdoors and, with 
larger group scenes like tea at the Killigrews, we were careful 
to sketch out the seating at the table so the actors would 
know in which direction to look.

The importance of photographs
First, let me explain that in all creative decisions, I get one 
vote and Fred gets two – we are a democratic team! I did a 
focused read-through of the script searching for visual cues 
we could use to introduce each scene and intersperse within 
scenes where we needed a visual to cover lengthy narration. 
Also, as Fred progressed in the editing of scenes, he would 
see the need for a particular image and ask me to do a search. 
Pinterest was a great resource. For CH, I was particularly 
happy to find the Disney photo of the tea party from  
Alice in Wonderland and, of course, the cold fish! Martin 
Rush and Clemence Schultze sent me the wonderful photo 
of Fuller’s, and Dee Bryan-Brown advised me on the  
North Oxford photos, as did Tim Burnett for the London 
photos in UA.

The music selection
Fred found most of the music for CH although I was thrilled 
to find the recording of the lovely Helen Clare we used for 
the opening and closing credits. For UA, I took the lead 
on the music but Fred had some brilliant inspirations like 
Handel’s Water Music for the Ministers to the sick scene 
where the visual was hot-water bottles. Also, Deb Fisher 
suggested ‘I Could Write A Book’ (Dinah Washington) which 
we used for the opening credits.

To be continued?
Let me just say: ‘You never know!’
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James Marriott and Robbie Millen listed ‘Books to look  
out for in 2021’, in The Times on 2 January 2021. It noted 
that April would see the publication of Paula Byrne’s 
The Adventures of Miss Barbara Pym.  Something tells me 
that this will not be the last we shall hear of this!

	 	
On 16 January 2021 Anna Murphy wrote in The Times 
about her rereading of Angel by Elizabeth Taylor.  
‘Kingsley Amis described Taylor as “one of the best English 
novelists born in this century”. Anne Tyler has compared 
her work to that of Jane Austen, Barbara Pym and Elizabeth 
Bowen, naming them “soul sisters all”. Tyler is another  
soul sister.’ 

	 	
In The Sunday Times on 21 March, Gillian Reynolds, radio 
critic, declared she had ‘resisted David Sedaris for 25 years… 
I need only to hear his name to have a lovely grumble about 
his whiny American voice and family phobias.’ However, she 
overcame her prejudice and listened to the first of his new 
series in BBC Radio 4. ‘If his dialogues with himself seem a 
cross between James Joyce’s Ulysses and George and Weedon 
Grossmith’s Diary of a Nobody, with occasional sly edges of 
Barbara Pym, what’s to resist?...I may emerge a fan.’ 

	 	
The Guardian column on 28 March featured ‘Top 10 novels 
set in villages’. My informant told me ‘sadly Barbara Pym was 
not mentioned, but two readers chimed in with comments. 
One woman wrote: “What about Barbara Pym’s novels?  
Civil to Strangers, Some Tame Gazelle, and A Few Green Leaves 
are all set in villages, with curates, Vicarage fêtes and gossip 
(not just by the women).”  Another reader responded: “I’ve 
read a few – although not the ones you mention. The ones 
I’ve read (which I loved) felt very villagy but were actually  
set in cities.”’

The Spring issue of the excellent quarterly Slightly Foxed was 
devoted to Hazel Holt’s Mrs Malory novels. Julie Welch’s 
Murder and Walnut Cake gave due acknowledgment to 
Barbara Pym. ‘Hazel Holt is best known as the biographer 
of Barbara Pym, whom she met in London in 1950 when 
both worked at the International African Institute in Fetter 
Lane…she was Pym’s friend and ally for twenty five years…
Pym taught her the art of editing and infected her with 
the bug of finding out about the people they encountered. 
Lunchtimes…in nearby Fleet Street were “spent in public 
libraries, searching for clues in Crockford’s, Kelly’s Directories 
or street maps.” All this reminded me of Dulcie Mainwaring 
and Viola Dace hunting for details about Aylwin Forbes in 
Pym’s No Fond Return of Love.’

	 	
Thanks to Sandra Goldstein, Diana Gulland, Sandra 
Margolies, Linda McDougall, Iona Roberts, Christine 
Shuttleworth and Michael Wilson.

 

Gleanings: 
The Adventures of Miss Barbara Pym
by Yvonne Cocking

aula Byrne’s eagerly-awaited biography of Barbara Pym 
The Adventures of Miss Barbara Pym was published 

on 15 April 2021. Its contents, however, were quite widely 
known as several reviews had already appeared in the  
national press.

	 	 	
Paula herself had given a summary of the work in The Daily 
Telegraph of 10 April, in an article tantalisingly entitled 
‘Were you ever happy in bed at all?’, but first off the mark 
were Ysenda Maxtone Graham in The Times on 3 April, and 
Lucy Atkins the next day in The Sunday Times.

		  	 	
Since then, very favourable reviews have appeared in 
The Guardian (‘Light-hearted and lively’), The Financial Times 
(‘Uncommonly good’), The Daily Mail, The Spectator (‘Byrne 
captures the long, muddled journey of this life beautifully’),  
The Literary Review (‘An elegant, incisive and sympathetic  
biography [which is] unlikely to be bettered.’), and  
The Daily Telegraph (‘While Byrne is occasionally opaque 
about biographical detail, she is beautifully savvy about  
her subject’s fiction. As biography, then, The Adventures of 
Miss Barbara Pym sometimes falls short of expectation, but  
as a manifesto for her genius, it is gloriously persuasive.’).

	 	 	
The only sour note was from A N Wilson in the Spring  
edition of The Oldie. He seems to think that only size  
matters! (‘Paula Byrne has done a gigantic work of homage 
to a writer who continues to give pleasure to her fans.  
The length at which the homage is paid, however, is truly 
puzzling…a whopper of a biography…a doorstopper.’).

	 	 	
We are delighted to congratulate Paula on her success, and 
look forward to seeing her, actually or not, at our next  
conference in September 2021. 

P
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Fuller’s walnut cake has become a touchstone of nostal-
gia: the English madeleine. In an article for The Guardian, 
also of 2004, the author and journalist Sir Max Hastings 
recalled how, in his ‘prep school prime’, he could demolish a 
Fuller’s cake ‘single-handed, in one sitting’. 

Evelyn Waugh and Nancy Mitford helped confirm the 
walnut cake’s status as the ultimate tea-time treat of collective 
memory for an earlier generation.

In Brideshead Revisited, Charles Ryder’s cousin, Jasper, calls 
on him during his first week at Oxford and dispenses volumes 
of absurd advice over a very good tea of ‘honey-buns,  
anchovy toast, and Fuller’s walnut cake’.

The Radlett children go into ecstasies in Love in a Cold 
Climate, when Fanny’s daily woman brings it in for tea:  
‘“Oh Mrs Heathery, you angel on earth, not Fuller’s walnut? 
How can you afford it, Fanny – we haven’t had it at home 
since Fa’s last financial crisis.”’

In the minds of the writers, those cakes would, pre-
sumably, have been bought at Fuller’s Oxford teashop at 24 
Cornmarket Street. This is also the site of Francis Cleveland’s 
first liaison with his student, Barbara Bird, in Barbara Pym’s 
hilarious novel, Crampton Hodnet, published posthumously in 
1985, but written during the war. 

Fuller’s, thinks Miss Bird, is ‘a very suitable place...Quite 
the right sort of place for a tutor to take his pupil’. Asked 
later, by his wife, where – and with whom – he has had tea, 
Cleveland clutches at the iconic cake in order to lend some 
sustenance and respectability to his fiction.

‘“I had tea with Killigrew,” he said defiantly. “[He] was 
quoting Paradise Lost. The beauty of the work is certainly lost 
through a mouthful of walnut cake. He looked ridiculous.”’

Recently, I caught an old radio play of Love in a Cold  
Climate on BBC Radio 4 Extra, and suddenly longed for 
a slice of Fuller’s walnut cake myself. Tasting it, I was sure, 
would transport me – in some sort of mystical Proustian way 
– back to a world that I had never known, in which ladies 

Cake in a Cold Climate
by Flora Watkins

nce the ballast of the Bright Young Things and a 
staple of tuck boxes, Fuller’s walnut cake is now  

the stuff of fond memories.	
Through our shared culinary heritage, there runs a rich 

seam of yellow buttercream. It comes sandwiched between 
three layers of sponge cake, covered with a carapace of white 
meringue icing and studded with walnut halves. 

It is Fuller’s walnut cake, and for the schoolboys and girls  
of the 1940s and 50s, its mention has an extraordinary effect. 

‘Oh, Fuller’s walnut cake, the best cake in the world!’ 
exclaims my friend, Phyllie, as she recounts trips to Fuller’s 
teashop in Windsor. 

‘Ah, Fuller’s,’ sighs another friend, Terry, recalling the 
excitement of receiving a parcel containing one of the  
famous cakes at prep school. They cost six shillings and came 
surrounded with paper straw and packed in a shiny white 
box. It is the icing that he particularly remembers, ‘crisp on 
top and gooey underneath’. 

Once a familiar sight on the British high street – they 
had more than 80 teashops in the 1950s – Fuller’s were  
acquired by Lyons & Co in the late 1960s. The walnut cake 
was last produced commercially in 1969.

‘I’ve been tormented by its sublime taste ever since,’ 
lamented the journalist Rosie Boycott, when asked about her 
favourite food by The Times in 2004. She associated it with 
her grandmothers, both sticklers for manners, who insisted 
that the cake had to be ‘eaten very slowly, with a fork, which  
I thought was disastrous’. 

O

Fuller’s Walnut Cake
Ingredients
For the sponges:	 For the buttercream:	 For the boiled icing:		  	
225g/8oz self-raising flour, sifted 	 125g/4.5oz butter 	 2 large egg whites	
1 tsp baking powder	 250g/9oz icing sugar, sifted 	 350g/12oz caster sugar	
100g/3.5oz walnuts, chopped	 2 tbsp milk 	 ¼ tsp cream of tartar		
225g/8oz butter	 ½ tsp vanilla extract 	 4 tbsp water	
225g/8oz caster sugar		  ½ tsp vanilla extract
4 large eggs		  walnut halves, to decorate

	 Directions
•	Sift the flour and baking powder and add the walnuts.
•	Cream butter and sugar, then add the eggs, one at a time.
•	Fold in the flour and walnut mixture and divide between
	 three 20cm/8” tins, lined with greaseproof paper.
•	Bake at 160C/325F/gas mark 3 for about 20-25 minutes,
	 until golden and a skewer comes out clean (start checking 
	 after 12-15 minutes).
•	To make the buttercream, beat the ingredients with an  
	 electric whisk, then, once cooled, spread the buttercream  
	 on two of the cake layers and sandwich together.

•	For the boiled icing, beat the egg white until the stiff peak  
	 stage. Dissolve the sugar and water in a saucepan over a low  
	 heat, then add the cream of tartar, mixed with a teaspoon  
	 of water. Boil the icing until it reaches a temperature  
	 of 115C/240F, or softball (at this stage, a small spoonful  
	 dropped into a cup of cold water quickly forms a small ball).  
	 Working quickly, pour the syrup over the egg white, while  
	 whisking briskly. When it becomes thick, add the vanilla, then 
	 spread over the cake (it sets quickly). Decorate with several  
	 walnut halves around the edge, and one in the middle.
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in seamed stockings brushed the crumbs from their lips  
before slinging a fox fur over their shoulder and stepping out 
into a pea-souper. 

But finding the recipe – or perhaps, as we are on Mitford 
territory here, I should say ‘receipt’ – proved difficult. There’s 
no mention of Fuller’s walnut cake in Nigella Lawson’s  
nostalgia-heavy baking bible, How to Be a Domestic Goddess 
– perhaps surprisingly, given that her mother was a Lyons 
heiress. She does, though, have an ‘autumnal birthday cake’ 
with an unusual meringue icing, similar to the sort that fans of 
the walnut cake have described. 

Eventually, I tracked a ‘receipt’ down in The Times  
archive, by the food writer Shona Crawford Poole. It’s very 
similar, I realised, to a recipe on Mary Berry’s website, called, 
rather cheekily, I thought – given that she is of the right 
vintage to have enjoyed the original – ‘Mary’s frosted walnut 
layer cake’. 

But after all this anticipation, the end result, following 
Shona Crawford Poole’s version, was disappointing. ‘A bit 
1950s,’ is how my husband described it. I couldn’t make  
the mixture stretch to fill the requisite three cake tins (she 
uses 6”/15cm tins; the smallest most cooks of today will have 
is 8”/20cm). The plain flour stipulated gave the cakes 
a dense texture and the scant quantity of buttercream  
looked more like a miserable smear of margarine. 

Could it be that all these Fuller’s fans, raised at the tail 
end of post-war rationing, had false memories of the scrump-
tiousness of the walnut cake? They are, after all, recalling an 
era before Elizabeth David awakened our senses, when olive oil 
came from the pharmacy in tiny bottles and was more com-
monly used to clean ears rather than cook. 

My friend Terry, who had so enjoyed receiving Fuller’s 
walnut cakes at school, pronounced my attempt at recreating 
it pretty much as he remembered over the decades. ‘It was 
a monochrome time,’ he recalls, ‘and food was uniformly 
bland and largely badly-cooked – but how were we to know, 
who knew no other time?’

The original Fuller’s walnut cake, then, was a suitably 
Pymish treat for the spinsters and clergymen of those  
novels, whose usual, more meagre fare consisted of macaroni 
cheese and re-heated soup. 

By augmenting the quantities and incorporating parts of 
the Mary Berry recipe, I arrived at a more celebratory cake, 
far more sumptuous, and coated – crucially – in that crisp, 
aerated icing lodged in the collective subconscious. The  
walnut flavour is subtle, and very different to the coffee and 
walnut we’ve become used to, the coffee bludgeoning the 
walnut into submission. 

Charles Ryder’s cousin would almost certainly complain 
that this cake is too rich, but Rosie Boycott’s grandmothers 
would be delighted to hear that it definitely still requires a fork.

Flora Watkins is a journalist; contributing editor to Town & 
Country magazine. She also writes for The Spectator, Country 
Life, Harper’s Bazaar and some of the nationals, including the  
Mail on Sunday. She lives in London with her husband and 
three young children.

Thank You, Judy
by Kathy Ackley 

he Autumn 2020 Green Leaves was the last issue on 
which Judy Horn worked as Technical Editor. Judy 

served admirably in that capacity for over a decade. When 
Ellen Miller, who had been editor, learned that she was 
terminally ill, she wanted to finish what would be her last 
edition, the May 2009 issue. Her dear friend and Scrabble 
buddy Judy Horn readily volunteered to help, promising 
Ellen that together they would make it happen. When 
Ellen grew too ill to work on the newsletter any longer, 
Judy finished preparing it and saw it through publication. 
Her name appears as editor in that edition. For the next 
23 issues, Judy served as Technical Editor, working with 
four editors over that period to prepare each issue for 
distribution. Judy was also responsible for mailing Green 
Leaves to members of the North American chapter. The 
Barbara Pym Society is immensely grateful for Judy’s hard 
work and dedication over the past eleven years. Thank you, 
Judy, for being such an excellent woman.

Coming Events 

Please visit www.barbara-pym.org for details.   

2021 AGM & Conference 
Barbara Pym Around the World 
St Hilda’s College, Oxford 
3-5 September 2021

2022 North American Conference 
A Glass of Blessings
18-20 March 2022 

T
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The 2022 Ellen J. Miller Memorial 
Short Story Competition 

 
ednesday 1 December 2021 is the deadline 
for submitting original short stories that prom-

inently feature one or more characters from Barbara Pym’s 
published novels, in any situation, place or time the author 
chooses. The first, second, and third place winners will  
receive cash prizes of $250, $100, and $50, respectively, plus 
complimentary registration and meals at the Society’s annual 
North American Conference in Boston, MA, which is  
provisionally scheduled for 18-20 March 2022. The winning 
entries will be announced and read at the conference and 
will also be published on the Society’s website and distrib-
uted to our membership in the Spring 2022 issue of Green 
Leaves. If the winner is unable to attend the conference,  
the story will be read by a member of the Board or one of 
the judges. Complete rules and the submission procedure 
are posted on the BPS website.
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Obituary: Richard Campbell Roberts 
by Linda McDougall

ichard Campbell Roberts 
has died aged 94 at his 

home in the Bahamas. He was 
the son of Sir George Roberts, 
Speaker of the Bahamas Parlia-
ment. Richard Roberts spent a 
great deal of his adult life in the 
UK. To the very end he owned a 
home in Liphook in Hampshire. 
He travelled back and forth to  
the Bahamas, avoiding the chill 
of the British winters.

Barbara Pym’s unrequited love for Richard (Skipper) is at 
the heart of her brilliant romantic novel The Sweet Dove Died.

I met him at his home in 2012. Still handsome and  
elegant in his 80s, Richard Roberts read The Times every 
morning and travelled regularly to London to the theatre 
and to visit art galleries.

He said Britain had a great way of life, the best in the 
world then. He opened a small antique shop in Lower 
Sloane Street in London and enjoyed a bohemian lifestyle.

He met Barbara at a dinner party. She was 15 years  
his senior. They became great friends. Barbara threw herself 
into the relationship with her usual enthusiasm. Richard, 
who was gay, drew back from commitment. ‘She wanted 
love, but she always found the wrong person. It was part of 
her sad way of life.’

I asked him if he felt she was pursuing him. ‘Of course  
I realised that, but in those days one had to be exceedingly  
discreet. No one was upfront about what they wanted.’  
Richard realised things were getting difficult between them, 
and escaped to the Bahamas without telling Barbara. She was 
immensely hurt.

I remarked to Richard that he was the last great love  
of Barbara’s life. Had she told him she had written a book 
about him?

‘She didn’t tell me, but I guessed at once when I read it.’ 
I told him that many Pym enthusiasts, like me, thought 

The Sweet Dove Died was a brilliant novel, and in a way he 
had given us all a great gift.

‘My little bit of literary fame,’ he said bitterly. ‘I think 
about her quite a lot. I feel guilty, sorry she died in such sad 
circumstances. She could have found the right man but she 
expected too much.’
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