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Reference No.  
 
Interviewee name and title: Sandra Newnham 
 
 
Interviewee DOB and place of birth: October 1953, Luton 
Interviewee occupation: Education 
Book group(s) attended: Balham 
 
 
Date(s) of recording: 30th December 2014  
Location of recording: Balham/Tooting 
Interviewer: Shelley Trower 
Duration(s): 01.12.16 
Summariser: Alison Chand 
 
Copyright/Clearance: 
 
Key themes: Childhood, family, reading, childhood books, travel, holidays, 
historical fiction, women’s fiction, poetry.  

All books and authors mentioned (those discussed for >20 seconds in bold): 
Enid Blyton, The Faraway Tree, The Famous Five 
Georgette Heyer 
Jean Plaidy 
Catherine Cookson 
Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Northanger Abbey, Persuasion 
George Eliot 
Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist, Great Expectations 
Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre 
Emily Bronte, Wuthering Heights 
Horace Walpole, The Castle of Otranto 
Children’s Stories from Dickens 
William Shakespeare 
Sarah Waters 
Wendy Wallace, The Painted Bridge 
Winston Graham, Poldark 
Thomas Hardy 
John Fowles, The French Lieutenant’s Woman 
Louis de Bernieres, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin 
Mary Ann Schaffer, The Guernsey Literary and Potato Peel Pie Society 
Michael Ondaatje, Anil’s Ghost 
Hannah Kent, Burial Rights 
Dylan Thomas 
Laurie Lee, As I Walked Out One Midsummer Morning, Cider with Rosie 



Khaled Hosseini, And the Mountains Echoed, The Kite Runner 
Kazuo Ishiguro 
Hilary Mantel 
C. J. Sansom, Shardlake 
Walter de la Mare, Fare Well 
Donna Leon 
James Joyce, Dubliners 
Robert Tressell, The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists 
Gerald Durrell, My Family and Other Animals 
Polly Coles, The Politics of Washing: Real Life in Venice 
Two Old Ducks in Venice 
Christos Tsoilkas, The Slap 
Joseph Heller, Catch-22 
 
Interviewer/Summariser comments: 
Part two of two 
 
00:00:00 Introduction to interview, remarks on reading a lot as only child, 

spending time playing outside, reading more than other children, 
influence of father’s reading, spending time alone in house, lack 
of children’s television.  

00.01.40 Remarks on family perceptions of interviewee as bookworm on 
father’s side of family, comments on father’s three older sisters 
with large family. Father’s family described as Scottish Catholic 
family, comments on not enjoying spending time with cousins. 
Comments on different perceptions from mother’s side of family, 
father’s side reading more.  

00.02.50 Further comments on father’s encouragement of reading, father 
talking to interviewee about books as child. Comments on father 
reading as child, father going to library to get books for 
grandfather when grandfather had TB, remarks on going to 
library to get books for father.  

00.03.30 Comments on learning to read, being taught to read by 
grandmother, learning to read before attending school, 
understanding ‘geography’ of books, understanding pictures. 
Remarks on grandmother not being clever, lack of mystery 
involved in teaching children to read.  

00.04.10 Anecdote about sitting on bus with grandmother, sitting on long 
seat inside door when bus had open doorway, reading book 
taken from grandmother’s shopping bag aged two (1955). 
Comments on having memorised story, knowing when to turn 
page, other passengers commenting on interviewee being clever 
small girl, memories of book being hardback. Interviewer makes 
comparison with another interview.  

00.06.20 Comments on books read as child, Enid Blyton books, starting to 
read adult fiction aged ten/eleven (1963-1964). Further 
comments on The Faraway Tree, enjoying fantasy stories more 
than adventure stories, less interest in The Famous Five.  

00.07.50 Comments on physical appearance of childhood books, hardback 
covers, remarks on appearance of The Faraway Tree.  

00.08.30 Remarks on conversations with father about books throughout 
life, until father’s death. Comments on father’s death aged 33/34 



(1986-1987).  
00.09.20 Comments on early adult reading, interest in historical fiction, 

mention of Georgette Heyer, Jean Plaidy, Catherine Cookson 
books, reading all their books. Further remarks on love of 
history, interest in Tudor period.  

00.10.20 Comments on starting to read Jane Austen, George Eliot, Charles 
Dickens books in mid teens, aged 14/15 (1967-1968), moving 
away from authors father read into more ‘girly’ books. Remarks 
on women being more interested in Romantic fiction, getting 
Jane Austen books into library when looking for new, more 
challenging material.  

00.11.40 Interviewer query about Jane Eyre (Charlotte Bronte), possibility 
of becoming interested in female authors at school. Comments on 
re-reading Jane Eyre, also Wuthering Heights (Emily Bronte). 
Remarks on re-reading Pride and Prejudice, Northanger Abbey 
(Jane Austen).  

00.12.40 Remarks on BBC Gothic material shown recently, downloading 
other Gothic material on Kindle, interviewer mention of teaching 
Gothic material. Comments on TV programme mentioning The 
Castle of Otranto (Horace Walpole).  

00.13.30 Comments on favourite Dickens novels, remarks on Oliver Twist, 
underrated nature of book, difficulty of reading some Dickens 
books. Remarks on father buying Children’s Stories from Dickens 
from jumble sale for interviewee as child, comments on 
transition to reading adult Dickens material, remarks on Dickens 
being paid for quantity rather than quality. Comments on 
watching then reading Great Expectations. Remarks on watching 
stories making children’s reading easier.  

00.15.40 Comments on starting to read William Shakespeare in mid teens.  
00.16.10 Comments on lack of early memories of Dickens, further 

comments on serialisation/TV versions of books colouring 
visions of books.  

00.16.50 Further comments on Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights, remarks on 
changing experiences of being a woman, finding lack of choice for 
women in books harrowing/disturbing.  

00.18.00 Remarks on more recent book read, mention of Sarah Waters, 
remarks on The Painted Bridge (Wendy Wallace), finding reading 
about difficult experiences of women uncomfortable, comparison 
with Jane Eyre, remarks on not identifying with character of Jane, 
wanting to shake Jane for returning to Rochester. Remarks on 
gaining more understanding of women’s experiences with age.  

00.20.15 Comments on visiting museums as child, becoming interested in 
history through visits to museum with father, going to Luton 
Museum at least once per week with father as child. Comments 
on location of museum, building, beehive at museum, costumes. 
Remarks on Luton’s role as centre of hat industry, enjoying 
looking at skeletons. Comments on interest in historical novels 
being interwoven with interest in history.  

00.22.00 Remarks on studying English at college, creative writing, further 
comments on passion for history, disliking poorly researched 
historical novels.  

00.22.30 Comments on returning now and again to nineteenth century 
literature, reading Poldark novels (Winston Graham) aged 23 
(1976), taking books to work to read, enjoying television 



adaptation.  
00.23.20 Remarks on importance of sense of place in books, visiting places 

linked to books, visiting locations in Thomas Hardy, Bronte 
books, locations in Wuthering Heights. Comments on vivid 
imagination from childhood, having pictures of locations in head. 
Remarks on having pictures in head of childhood books, drawing 
images from known places.  

00.25.20 Comments on not visualising characters in same way as places. 
Further comments on visiting locations in books, starting to visit 
locations in early twenties, visiting Lyme Regis because of 
reading The French Lieutenant’s Woman (John Fowles), visiting 
locations from Persuasion (Jane Austen). Further comments on 
visiting Hardy locations in Dorset.  

00.27.10 Remarks on partners having to visit book locations on holidays.  
00.27.50 Further comments on enjoyment of Thomas Hardy, being 

prepared to read anything, always making time for reading.  
00.28.20 Comments on reading Captain Corelli’s Mandolin (Louis de 

Bernieres) in thirties, life changing nature of book, remarks on 
reasons for importance of book, people rising above very difficult 
circumstances, interest in idea of relationships with enemies. 
Remarks on reading other Louis de Bernieres books.  

00.30.00 Remarks on habit of reading other books by authors enjoyed, 
becoming interested in crime fiction in thirties. Further 
comments on life changing nature of Captain Corelli’s Mandolin, 
interest in idea of retaining humanity in appalling circumstances, 
changed perceptions of how people relate to one another. 
Comments on relationship between French/German people, idea 
of nobility of human condition. Remarks on own difficulty in 
forgiving people.  

00.33.00 Remarks on The Guernsey Literary and Potato Peel Pie Society 
(Mary Ann Schaffer), people keeping dignity in appalling 
circumstances. Comments on books changing 
perceptions/opinions, aiding understanding.  

00.34.00 Comments on scene in Captain Corelli’s Mandolin where Germans 
tell Italians to slaughter islanders, hearing mandolin in head 
when reading, imagining mandolin to sound like lute.  

00.35.20 Remarks on reading eight books per week, not being able to 
remember particular books from forties, difficulties of 
differentiating between books read in different decades. 
Comments on reading very quickly, spending periods of five to 
six hours reading, reading entire books in one sitting.  

00.37.10 Comments on book currently reading, Anil’s Ghost (Michael 
Ondaatje), also reading Burial Rights (Hannah Kent) in one day. 
Remarks on reading backwards to speed up reading.  Further 
comments on numbers of book read per week, ranging from two 
to ten.  

00.38.20 Remarks on books not being associated with life changing events, 
turning to poetry and music in times of trouble. Comments on 
not having broad tastes in poetry, liking Romantic and war poets, 
enjoying work of Dylan Thomas.  

00.39.20 Further comments on enjoyment of Thomas Hardy’s language, 
Hardy’s poetry, sometimes reading ‘bits’ of books.  

00.39.50 Comments on death of both parents in their fifties, father giving 
interviewee Laurie Lee book for Christmas before death, last 



conversation with father about book about As I Walked Out One 
Midsummer Morning.  

00.40.40 Further comments on conversations about books, close friends 
being readers. Remarks on not being close friends with people in 
reading group, relationships with people in reading group. 
Further comments on conversations with father about reading, 
not talking to other family members about reading, first husband 
not being reader, current partner not being reader.  

00.42.20 Further comments on friends recommending books to one 
another, remarks on And the Mountains Echoed, The Kite Runner 
(Khaled Hosseini), settings of books.  

00.43.30 Comments on books coming easily to mind on discussion, not 
‘forgetting’ books.  

00.44.00 Anecdote about holiday to Lake Como, taking Kindle, going 
hysterical when Kindle failed, partner fixing Kindle, preference 
for death over being unable to read, lack of replacement for 
reading/written word in life. Comparison with film/television 
viewing, boredom when not reading. Remarks on enjoyment of 
cooking, visiting art galleries/museums, needing to sit down and 
rest body.  

00.47.30 Remarks on lack of recollection of Booker prize winners, 
comments on Kazuo Ishiguru, Hilary Mantel, needing historical 
knowledge to read Hilary Mantel books, wordy nature of books, 
books making people think.  

00.49.20 Remarks on dislike of ‘banal, easy’ language, enjoyment of 
stretching language, mention of Shardlake series (C. J. Sansom), 
not being able to remember quotes. Remarks on memorising 
poetry.  

00.50.50 Comments on favourite poems, Fare Well (Walter de la Mare), 
recital of section of poem. Further comments on Dylan Thomas, 
war poets, Shakespeare.  

00.51.30 Remarks on having bad memory, forgetting everyday trivia, 
remarks on work at cathedral, remembering details about school 
visits.  

00.52.30 Comments on re-reading, mention of Wuthering Heights, Jane 
Eyre, Jane Austen, Donna Leon. Remarks on not normally re-
reading. Further comments on re-reading Thomas Hardy, 
reading when visiting locations, reading Dubliners (James Joyce) 
when visiting Dublin, reading famous book set in Barcelona when 
visiting city, seeking out particular books when in particular 
locations, reading Donna Leon in Venice, comments on Donna 
Leon’s prolific publication.  

00.54.00 Comments on not reading material because of feeling of 
obligation, making choice to read reading group material, 
annoyance with people who don’t read reading group material.  

00.54.40 Remarks on favourite books, The Ragged Trousered 
Philanthropists (Robert Tressell), Cider with Rosie (Laurie Lee), 
reading Cider with Rosie as teenager. Comments on reasons for 
liking Cider with Rosie, evocative language. Remarks on My 
Family and Other Animals (Gerald Durrell), reading book in mid 
teens. Further comments on The Ragged Trousered 
Philanthropists, not re-reading book because of difficulty of 
language. Further comments on Shardlake series (C. J. Sansom), 
enjoyment of books set in Venice. Comments on having read poor 



novels set in Venice.  
00.57.30 Remarks on The Politics of Washing: Real Life in Venice (Polly 

Coles), comments on content of book, enjoyment of book. 
Comments on Two Old Ducks in Venice (unable to identify 
author). Further comments on Cider with Rosie, further 
comments for reasons for liking book, resonance with own ideas 
of being teacher, playing at schools as child.  

01.00.50 Comments on buying books on Kindle, trying to find free books, 
deleting books from Kindle. Remarks on never keeping fiction 
books, not regretting throwing books out, initially deciding to 
throw books out to furnish school book stall. Further comments 
on not having any fiction books in house, friends not keeping 
books.  

01.04.10 Further comments on studying creative writing on teacher 
training course, enjoyment of communal writing with children. 
Comments on writing work with school groups at cathedral.  

01.04.40 Remarks on writing for house swapping newsletter, not wanting 
to write fiction, not writing about own reading, not having any 
family diaries of reading.  

01.06.30 Comments on reading group books enjoyed, The Slap (Christos 
Tsoilkas), meeting Tsoilkas at BBC, comments on book causing 
lots of conversation at book group, remarks on plot, televised 
adaptation, remarks on reading group discussions on book, 
comments on finding youngsters’ casual drug taking shocking, 
remarks on family hierarchies in book.  

01.09.40 Remarks on process of being interviewed, remembering less than 
expected, difficulty of capturing reading experiences.  

01.10.50 Comments on Catch-22 (Joseph Heller), reasons for interest in 
book, interest in human condition, reading book in thirties. 
Interviewer lays out plans for future of project.  

01.12.16 END 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                  
 
 
 
 
 


