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Greetings for Christmas 2021
and good wishes for comforts in the year ahead

I

t’s been a quiet year for us, untypically lacking in adventure and colour. We have been
spared the worst of the pandemic, the turmoil of natural disasters and the horrors of
war and political upheaval. We have had all
the power, water, groceries – and vaccines - we
could want. But it’s been a small and cautious
life in this lovely place. Summer and autumn
saw things beginning to open up, but there was
still a great sense of unease and uncertainty.
There is fragility and looming crisis in so many
areas that it’s hard to imagine 2022 being safe
and comfortable, not least here in Britain in the
grip of our disorderly and unreliable political
cabal.
At home, the lifetime employment of one of us
more or less ended; the lifetime career of one
of us emphatically began, so things continue
to change; the nature of our engagement in the
outside world shifting.
Uncertain prospects remind us to seize what
opportunities we can and make the most of
our short – remarkable – time on this suffering
planet.
We send our good wishes to friends everywhere
and hope to hear your news from time to time.
Happy Christmas!
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Overview of the year

I

wonder how you will assess 2021 when it comes
to an end? Is there anyone for whom it was a good
year? Or is it more a matter of a handful of good
times standing out amidst the gloom? There are a
few of my friends (including new grandparents) who
seem to have had a year of contentment and productivity, but my impression is that, for many, it’s been a
troubled and troubling time for a whole host of reasons.

booze and good food; apples, not so much, nor
pears, even after prolific blossoming. Rough, unseasonal weather and (I think) a shortage of bees left us
with small pickings. No bottling this autumn.

Though the apple blossom looked promising, it delivered
very little fruit this year

Last Christmas was a happy domestic affair and seasonal snow provided some short-lived pleasure.

Are we in for more of this if the
Government doesn't do something
very soon?

The huge spaces of Westgate Centre
empty of people during lockdown

If that’s true for members of my relatively privileged
circle, how much more terrible has it been for millions of poor and disadvantaged people, here and
across the world. And that’s before you start reviewing the state of international relations, the frequency
of conflict and war, climate heating, natural disasters
and all the rest.

A joint effort in the Christmas kitchen

‘Stay me with flagons, comfort me with apples…’ 1
The state of the world is not a cheerful story for firesides at Christmas, so I must put it aside from these
pages and concentrate on the many lovely small things
that have seen us through and helped keep despair at
bay. They are small in the grand perspective, but they
also represent the things we value deeply and want to
protect now and for the future: our homes, gardens,
family and friends; shops, pubs and restaurants, cinemas and theatres; riverside walks and coastal strolls;
freedom to travel and explore; health and ability to
work and occupy our time; art galleries and museums – and lots more. Much of this dense fabric of
wonderful everyday life is under threat; we have to
treasure it and fight for it, fight to resist small minds
and mean plans at home as well as global threats.

This little tree with integral
LEDs was a delight

A familiar ritual
on Christmas
morning

Snowy garden from
the sitting room, with
Rose's lovely piece of
Christmas origami

An overcast,
wintry day on the towpath

We’ve done OK for flagons this year – lots of agreeable occasions at home, in town and with friends,
1 The Song of Solomon, 2:5. We share the hope, but are sick of troubles rather than love
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Travel

I

Work

R

’ve been to Pembrokeshire, Bristol and Norfolk;
we’ve seen a few films, been to the theatre and
often strolled round Christ Church meadow or
walked the towpath, upstream to Osney or downstream to Iffley. No flying and no beaches, but lots of
good times with friends.

aymond was working full-time for his agency:
for most of the year at the test-and-trace centre at Parkway; then a week or two at Sainsbury’s in Witney (including some night shifts) before
finding a real, full-time, permanent job at a great
company in Bicester.
I was working happily with my Oxford friend Ian on
a full-length book for my 25-year client UMC, when
the project was suddenly cancelled in April without
explanation. Under new management, the organization is being turned upside-down and my long-term
services were unceremoniously dropped.

Mark - spring-time at the entrance to Christ Church Meadow

Our wild little garden

O

was shining. With our bird-feeder it’s also been a
busy destination for birds of all kinds and sizes (some
of them nesting in the thick ivy round the garden)
as well as squirrels, and for a few weeks, a family of
rats. Rats and squirrels were to be seen climbing the
bird-feeder, sometimes at the same time. We tried
live-trapping them and got a couple (which were deported to a distant spot on the river bank) but didn’t
have much success. After a time they disappeared.
We caught hedgehogs and squirrels twice - which
distressed me - but there did not appear to be any
injuries. Jam and peanut butter clearly suit the tastes
of a range of creatures besides humans.

n the back of a lot of work by Sandy (and
some by me) the garden’s been wonderful,
starting with early displays of daffoldils, crocuses, hyacinths and tulips, swathes of primroses
and Canterbury bells; later with petunias, marigolds,
nicotiniana, geraniums, sweet peas, jasmine, clematis, and cherry blossom. The young magnolia has
added vigorous height (now much taller than me);
the exotic loquat we’re fostering has spread more of
its huge leaves, while the myrtle has grown but had
a tough year, under assault from beasties that have
chewed its leaves and debudded the flowering tips.
My tiny gardenia shrubs (bought as a sentimental
reminder of the many I planted in Thailand for their
exquisite scent) have been through a terrible time
of slug and snail assault and are only now showing
signs of real, sustained growth. Our rough, mossy
old lawn, unmown this year, didn’t spontaneously
throw up a wild flower meadow as hoped, but we’ll
be a bit more focused next year and sow some seeds.

I’ve had the annual conference with the arborist
who’ll be coming in a month or two to discipline
the rampant Virginia creeper (now covering several
of the windows) and to prune the crown of the big
cherry tree at the front door.

For the first time, I fixed up flower troughs on the
balcony rail, overlooking the River and planted them
with trailing geraniums. After a slow start they burst
into life and were soon hanging down a good metre,
giving a wonderful, exotic, cascading flush of pink
and white. Some of these, I bought at the vast and
impressive Bampton Garden Centre where Ian and
Pippa took me when they were on a horticultural expedition. (Great caff there too!)
This wild little patch of secluded garden has been a
source of strength and comfort throughout the year.
I’ve sat and thought and read in it whenever the sun

I was thrilled with the flower troughs on the balcony
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Rose and Mark visit on a cool, bright day

Line-up of winter planting for pots and the balcony

When Sandy's not gardening, she's
grandmothering; here with two of the
flock, Elias (4) and Ethan (18 mths)

The bird-feeder
atttracted some
unexpected visitors

There were a few days when the garden was ablaze with blossom

Mid-winter blooms - the mahonia brightens up our little terrace
by the towpath. Its half-barrel is
chained down after previous containers were nicked.

Returning home from the Curzon cinema in
an echoing Westgate Centre

Pippa came for tea and shortbread

The loquat we're fostering for Pat
has done wonderfully well, though
no flowers or fruit yet

Snowdrops in the garden and in
the woods were happy harbingers
of better things to come

St Giles' fair returns to the city for
two days of extravagant vulgarity

On the way to a
summer-time picnic with
friends by the River

The tulips did us proud

Ralph is such a desirable and productive guest. Here he
fixes chairs that got damaged en route from Thailand

Claire has a morning away from the
Foundry at River House
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Early spring in the garden was an
exciting and colourful time

Updated profile pic
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Food

S

ince we were free to do so, we’ve eaten out a few
times and have quickly established some favourite places. The Irish pub, O’Neills, with bright
friendly service, provides a variety of great breakfasts all day; one of these is really huge with a double
portion of everything you’d expect in a full English
breakfast (with Irish sausages). The Red Lion is a
more sophisticated place (and more expensive) but
has delicious food and good service. The Head of the
River by Folly Bridge is always a pleasure with robust
good food and good service. When Ralph and Marie
were here, we had lunch at a table in the sunshine
right on the edge of the river. Claire and I had lunch
in the restaurant on the roof of the Ashmolean, another place for fine food and good views. Claire also
introduced me to Branca, a fabulous deli on Walton
Street – one of those terrible places simply packed
with enticing smells and irresistible delights – home
baking, sandwiches, fresh fruit, wine and beer, and
every imaginable kind of tempting packaged product.

absolute delight, tempting one constantly to buy
more than one can sensibly eat. It’s always been my
dream to have such a place nearby where you can
pop out and quickly have delicacies to bring home.
There’s a tiny little terrace right on the River, below
the bridge, where you can drink good coffee and
watch life on the water. The owner seems to be doing very well and you have to arrive early to have a
chance of getting what you want.

A perfect gift from Raymond for an old soak

The happiest development near us has been the
opening of The Paper Boat on Folly Bridge (five minutes from home). Some time ago, the small premises
(a toll-booth in ancient times), perched by the side
of the river at the end of the bridge, was a dingy little corner shop with nothing at all to tempt you inside. Now it’s a lovely coffee shop and patisserie, run
by a Spanish woman who bakes every morning and
produces the most wonderful croissants, muffins,
Danish pastries, brownies and lots more. It’s an

A supreme English breakfast at O'Neills

Autumn lunch at The Head of the River, with
Ian and Pippa

Seafood treats at the Red Lion
(fish and chips, actually)

Cocktail snacks at River House

Occsionally, a taste of
Ghana was coooked up
in the kitchen

Marie with a fabulous cheese platter
by the river at The Isis Farmhouse, Iffley

Haggis is not to be sniffed at
when it's available
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The Prof digs in at O'Neills

Ralph and Bruce
at Iffley

A variation on lockdown banana bread
made with polenta
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The River

T

he Thames (known as the Isis just here)
imposed itself more emphatically on our
consciousness at the beginning of the year
by twice rising above its banks and flooding the
towpath immediately outside the house. We
have a low boundary wall facing the river and a
brick wall round the entire house (except for the
gates); significant high water would be drawn
away down Marlborough Road, so we were a
very long way from being inundated, but it was
unnerving and I started to think about sandbags.
Within a day or two, the stream was back within
its banks; through the summer, levels dropped
unusually low and the current is still sluggish,
nearly two metres below winter high-water.

And the towpath, particularly upstream towards
Osney Lock, always provides a lovely walk. In
the spring with snowdrops and daffodils in the
woods, poppies and daisies on the banks and,
later in the year, a vast crop of blackberries. Large
numbers of ducks, seagulls and geese are always
present (noisy buggers, the seagulls and geese),
along with occasional pairs of swans (and cygnets) as well as a single sighting of a heron and (I
think) a cormorant, the latter diving for fish just
near the house.
Our pedestrian bridge over the River, just a couple of hundred metres from the house, remains
closed. Some locals (including me) have been
agitating for it to be reopened asap as it’s a vital
quick route into town for hundreds of people,
parents and kids, shoppers, tourists and cyclists,
who now have to take a long diversion via the
old railway bridge or Folly Bridge. We are told
that the authorities have decided to renovate the
bridge (there was a risk of its removal) starting
next summer and finishing - sometime. It’s going to be a long wait, but I suppose we should be
grateful it’s happening at all.

Christ Church Meadow and the playing fields on
the south side of the River were all swamped and
water stood for a long time after the flood waters
subsided.
Other than that, river-watching has provided
just as much entertainment as ever: narrowboats, motor launches of every size and description, skiffs and rowing boats, kayaks and canoes,
Venetian rowers, paddle-boarders, even the odd
wild-swimmer.

Spotted under the Botley
Road bridge at Osney

A peaceful early autumn scene just
north of Iffley Lock

Stewart by the Cherwell opposite the
flooded playing fields of Magdalen
College School

The Circassia is one of the most handsome craft moored along the river on
the way to Osney

An intrepid cyclist tackles the flooded
towpath near our house
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The river creeps over
the towpath towards
the house

The propsect of a crust or two brings
flocks of water fowl

Just downstream from the house:
Venetian rowers at work with Folly
Bridge in the background
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Trips

W

hile Raymond has been working solidly pretty much all year, I had a few trips by train to see nice
people and interesting places. I had a bright, windy couple of days with my sister-in-law in Pembrokeshire. Nephew, wife and small children (who live in the house next door) were away in Bala,
so it was a quiet time for a couple of oldies. In the field they rent out, right outside the front door, there was
a new batch of calves which gathered hopefully at the fence, crowded together, great brown eyes wide, when
we went out to look at them. Earlier in the lockdown year there had been sheep and lambs, but I missed out
on those. It takes me back to my farming days in Kent in the 1970s – those wonderful four years when we
had our own sheep, house cow, pigs, hens, goat and tried to live the self-sufficient dream.
We had coffee and cakes on Brunel Quay, Neyland, by the marina, across the estuary of the Cleddau Ddu
from Pembroke Dock. There was a terrific onshore wind.

Jenny on the estuary of the Cledddau Ddu
at Neyland on a very windy day

Curious calves huddle together just outside
Jenny's front door

The peaceful Hugman family compound
in Pembrokeshire

Church matters

W

hen my parents left Solihull in 1982, they
bought a bungalow in the Northamptonshire
village of Paulerspury, not far from Whittlebury, where my brother and sister-in-law had lived
since their marriage in 1972. They were all loyal members of the Paulerspury United Reform Church (URC),
my father and brother both elders at one time or another, and they devoted themselves to the care of the
congregation and the small 19th century chapel. Over
the decades, father, brother and sister-in-law devoted
hundreds of hours to raising money and overseeing a
major restoration of the building, supported by many
others.

Mark's beautful memorial

My brother, Iain, Jenny and nephew
Andrew on a visit to Mark's grave in
the Paulerspury churchyard

ment by the community, without returning anything
to the village. It’s a kind of theft, an expropriation,
which probably won’t be recognized as such. A sound
building could surely be used for other beneficial purposes – support for elderly, young, homeless, refugees
or mentally troubled people, for example.

Between 1993, when my father died, and 2011 when
my brother died, aged sixty-one, both of whom lie in
the Paulerspury graveyard, my mother and my younger nephew, Mark, aged eighteen, joined them in the
ground close to the chapel.

Anyway, we have alerted local media to the story and it’s
now in their hands. It’s a risk, of course, but the situation could hardly be more disheartening than it is now.

Though she lives far from Northamptonshire now, my
sister-in-law recently learnt that the East Midlands synod of the URC had decided that the chapel was to be
sold. There was no consultation and no information
about what the fate of the land and the building would
be; nothing about the graveyard and the burials, about
maintenance or access to them.

Much of my strength of feeling about the issues is on
behalf of my sister-in-law. She and my brother invested
so much in the chapel; they bought the most beautiful, tall chunk of sculpted, monumental rock for their
younger son which stands next to his father’s grave. Six
thousand pounds’ worth of new chairs for the chapel
were paid for partly out of the funds raised at my brother’s funeral. I doubt if I shall be making pilgrimages to
the graveyard, but I am distressed that the family graves
(and dozens of others from a century of burials) might
be subject to the whims of a developer and that the
URC may just walk off with the profits.

We don’t know how it will work out. While I am not
deeply concerned about the loss of a religious institution, I recognize that it might be a blow to the local community, though a vanishing congregation
suggests it is not much valued. What I am concerned
about are our family graves and, on a different level,
the likelihood that URC is going to take the proceeds
of the sale, benefiting from decades of financial invest-
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Royal entertainment
Inside, it’s echoing and soulless, full of interesting
but pretty awful bric-a-brac. The walls of the great
ballroom are completely covered with hundreds of
weapons of war – swords and scimitars and spears
and goodness know what, allegedly gifts from Indian
princes. Right next to this gloomy display is the gunroom with rows and rows of shotguns in glass cases,
all belonging to kings and princes and labelled with
the owners’ names. Not a cheerful environment.

nce a senior bus client, Ben is now an old
friend. He lives in Norfolk with his partner
in a part of The Royal Retiring Rooms at
what was Wolferton railway station, where Queen
Victoria would alight on her way to nearby Sandringham. It was his seventieth birthday and he’d invited
people from all over the country to celebrate with
him. The rails have long gone, but the establishment
still looks like a train station and we had cocktails on
the platform before dinner in a marquee.

Beneath the weaponry of the ballroom was the most
bizarre exhibit: a meticulously detailed, knitted representation of the whole estate, laid out like an architect’s model. While it was undoubtedly a remarkable
piece of devoted, obsessive work, it confirmed that
the aesthetic and values of Sandringham and its residents and disciples were just not for me. The wealth
and privilege of the monarchy – let alone the taste
- once more, did not please me or fill me with pride
and joy.

I stayed in King’s Lynn in a splendid small hotel
called The Bank House right on the quays of the
estuary of the Great Ouse. There was some kind of
fishing vessel moored just across from the hotel.
Much of King’s Lynn is lovely – picturesque and historic – but it is scarred by monstrous 60s intrusions,
the worst of which is a huge, ugly shopping precinct
right in the middle of town. It is acutely painful to
know (and to see from old pictures) just what lovely
buildings were razed to fulfill some mad town planners’ and architects’ grim vision.

But north Norfolk is delightful – not flat at all (as
asserted by Amanda in Coward’s Private Lives) but
a rich, undulating landscape, full of leafy lanes, old
cottages and pretty villages, as well as great seaside
resorts. It was an eye-opener. (There are areas of
Norfolk that are very flat, of course.)

On the Sunday, I was taken by another old friend
to visit Sandringham. It’s an impressive faux-Jacobean, red-brick Victorian pile, built for Prince Edward,
later Edward VII, set in a really magnificent estate,
with ancient trees and lots of imaginative horticulture.

Bank House hotel - a fine establishment with
good food and great views over the estuary

Lovely Sandringham gardens

The lovely custom house at King's Lynn

Sandringham's wild flower
patches were delightful

The banks of the Great Ouse in King's Lynn. My
hotel was the last building on the right,The Bank House

Platform in front of the Royal Retiring
Rooms at Wolferton station
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A fine house with a Queen attached
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The joys of Bristol

y old friends in Oxford, Mark and Rose, have
rented a flat in Bristol to be near their daughter
and her baby daughter. It’s on the top floor of
a modern block on the quayside, overlooking the great,
artificial (‘floating’) harbour and just opposite the site
where the statue of Edward Colston was tipped into the
water. It’s a busy scene, full of activity on land and water.
The quayside has shops and bars and restaurants and the
MShed museum where Colston is on display, daubed and
on his side. A full-size replica of Cabot’s ship the Matthew is moored alongside – the tiny caravel in which he
and eighteen crew sailed to Newfoundland in 1476; you

Old mates with Brunel's Bristol suspension bridge in the
backgound

M

can hire it for cruises and parties. Further downstream
is Brunel’s SS Great Britain, with its towering masts, the
longest steamship in the world in the 1840s. I’m keen to
visit that great icon next time.
It's is an attractive, lively, cosmopolitan, dynamic city and
is attracting lots of incomers. There’s a very dark history
from the significant part it played in the slave-trade. Today, alongside the busy and affluent glitz, there are hidden areas of extreme poverty and deprivation inhabited
by people of all colours and ethnicities.

Rose and Mark on the
Matthew

Local expeditions
in a lovely environment, full of flowers and shrubs, fruit
trees and vegetables, clipped hedges and wild gardens. It’s
a purposeful and humane path to rehabilitation – with
a caff serving super quiches and pastries, further lifting the spirits of anyone visiting. We went on the site
of the North Leigh Roman villa, a large fourth century
residence by the banks of the Evenlode, where evidence
of ancient Iron Age presence has also been found. Open
all year to anyone passing by and kept in a fine state of
clipped neatness, it struck us both how wonderful it was
that such places existed and were cared for.

y Oxford friends Stewart and Evelyn live near
Shotover Hill and have several times invited
me to go for walks with them. I take the bus
(with my senior bus pass) out to Risinghurst. We set off
through the old woodland and pause on the summit plateau, where, on a good day, there are great views of the
City and the rolling countryside. There are sheep and
deer and just a few people. It’s a lovely couple of hours in
the open.
Ian took me out to Bridewell Gardens in West Oxfordshire. They provide ‘social and therapeutic horticulture’

Good haul at Bampton Garden
Centre with Ian and Pippa

The view from Rose and Mark's Bristol flat is wonderful

Ian has a therapeutic moment in Bridewell Gardens

Stewart and a stunning diplay of blossom on a
late-winter day on Shotover Hill

Drifts of snowdrops in the woods
near the house

Stewart and Evelyn on a sunny
day's expedition to Shotover
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Early daffies skirting the woods

Osney Lock on a brilliant winter's day
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Thailand

T

here’s little to report. My land has not yet been sold,
though there has been a handful of enquiries (one
from a pig-farmer). The workers continue to take
care of it in the hope that it will attract some buyer’s eye
before it returns to wild nature (the only possibility in
the long-term without a sale). Bangkok’s had a bad time
with Covid and there are cases across the country. Alcohol sales have been forbidden everywhere, I gather, and
lockdown has been pretty tight right across the country.
It’s been a nightmare for hospitality, of course, and isn’t
helped by rigorous enforcement of entry regulations and
quarantine (even for returning Thai citizens, I hear from
my Dutch friend Hans, whose Thai wife had been in the
Netherlands with him getting their talented daughter settled into her first university term).
My foster-son, Ui, now 24, keeps in touch with only occasional pleas for financial support. He’s been in work for a

year or more and has, at last, managed to establish some
control over his life and a reasonable degree of independence. He seems to live a very limited life; I just hope he
can find pleasure and contentment somehow. There’s not
much I can do anymore except keep in touch, as he clearly wants me to.
Our old house in Koggalae is now rented out to new tenants; our ex-housemaid, Jaa, picks up the odd bit of mail
that still arrives for us and sends it on. Mr Kratai sends
me a daily floral ‘Happy [name of day]’ along with a photo of a cat or a landscape or a monk. I’m in touch with
old friends Bui and Pravich, and restaurateurs Hans and
Joakim. Cornelis, the old and ailing Dutch artist, sends
frequent pictures of his prolific and inventive output.
Raymond has online get-togethers with his old campus
mates but, like me, is not nostalgic to return (though we
miss the climate very much).

Work and after

A

s indicated earlier, my twenty-five year association
with UMC was abruptly (one might say brutally)
ended earlier in the year, without explanation. I
was aware that the new director did not have much time
for the old régime and its values, and that I was likely to
be phased out, but it was still a shock towards the end of a
major, two-year project.

Independently, I have had some work for the Saudi drug
regulatory authority and for a major international pharma company in Germany. The Saudis have asked me to
join an expert advisory committee on risk minimization
and communication; that will be interesting and challenging if it comes to pass. It’s good to know there are
some who still value my services.
I’ve had a hard time coming to terms with an empty professional to-do list and have struggled to know what to

do about it. I’ve now taken steps to get out into the world
again by volunteering to work at The Museum of Oxford
(a small jewel in the Town Hall) and at the Oxfam secondhand bookshop in The Turl. The minimum requirements in terms of time are modest, so I have the chance
to test the water and see how I get on.
Raymond now has a full-time, permanent job at an
equestrian supplies and event management company in
Bicester. He cycles to the station, puts his bike on a train
and then cycles the six miles to work at the other end.
On good days, it takes less than an hour, though how
it will go through the winter is a worry. He’s in charge
of their inventory and warehouse, a role for which he is
perfectly trained and suited. There are interesting trips to
race-courses and other destinations (Cheltenham, yesterday). It’s a welcoming, efficient set-up and it looks like a
great opportunity.

Reading and entertainment

I

’m probably not alone in having read a lot of books
and watched a lot of TV during the past year. Since
lockdown eased, there’s been a few visits to cinemas
and theatres as well.

I enormously enjoyed Richard Osman’s two Thursday
Murder Club stories. Serious black writers have featured
on this year’s reading list: people like David Olusoga (a
kind of genius, I think), Akala, Bernadine Evaristo, Jennifer Makumbi and Musa Okwonga. The last of these,
whose book One of Them tells the story of his time as a
boy at Eton, echoes many of the themes in an extraordiJericho book-fair. My friend Liz talks with browsers. OOB is on the table too. narily powerful book by Richard Beard - Sad Little Men –
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arrived and now occupy about a metre of precious shelf
space. I immediately tackled David Copperfield and loved
it, then went on to Our Mutual Friend, but got bogged
down and didn’t get any further. I intend to work through
the lot before I die…

which is an excoriating account of the unpleasant impact
on the world of public school men, especially Etonians, in
power. He sees many of their problems (thus, our problems) as stemming from the lasting wounds and despair
of eight year-old boys being abandoned by their mothers
at the gates of brutal institutions. Not implausible.

I gave Dostoevsky a shot, but couldn’t cope with it at the
time. I shall try again. Moby Dick was a profound experience, a huge, roaring story, bloody and violent, ostensibly
and vividly about whaling, but reflecting deeply on the
nature of humanity, on authority and relationships and
our place in the world.

I enjoyed On the Map - a history of cartography by Simon
Garfield, the author of the wonderful Just my Type; and
Four Thousand Weeks by Oliver Burkeman – a wise and
uplifting exploration of how to make sense of and good
use of the mere four thousand weeks we have available (if
we live to eighty); not self-help exactly, but a great stimulus to reflection and contemplation of change. Rationality
by Steven Pinker has just arrived and is a proving a gripping read; Pinker is one of the finest intellectuals in the
world, I think, though you have to be careful not to be
completely swept away by the power of all his arguments
and opinions.

Theatre has included: The Four Quartets recited by Ralph
Fiennes (memorable); Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, a
roaring, camp revisiting of the wonderful 1994 film of the
same name; This is Going to Hurt, the one-man show by
Adam Kay based on his bestselling book (not a five-star
event, this one). Memorable films have included, Nomadland; The Truffle Hunters; No Time to Die (excellent!);
Venom: let there be Carnage (good but not up to the brilliant first in the series); The Green Knight (laboured but
intriguing), and more. My Curzon membership seems to
generate a lot of free tickets and the cinema is just over
the river. I see Boss Baby 2 is out – that should be fun.

I saw the wonderful 1962 film Lawrence of Arabia soon
after it was released (and pretty impressed with the young
Peter O’Toole, I was too). This year, I finally got round to
reading The Seven Pillars of Wisdom and was astonished
by Lawrence’s wild brilliance and arrogance, his endless
bravery and persistence in the face of huge odds. Spearheaded by the British, the ultimate betrayal of the promise of a united Arabia, showed up as yet another dark
stain on our national integrity.
There was an open-air book-fair in Jericho, where my local historian friend, Liz, had a stall with her books. She
invited me to join her and put copies of Out of Bounds on
sale. I sold one copy and gave one away, so that increased
my readers by a good percentage. It was a lovely occasion,
with local authors and historians selling their wares. I met
Peter Tickler, a local crime writer, and bought a couple
of his well written books about murders in Oxford. (Out
of Bounds Part 2 has made no progress in the last year;
the 70,000 words I wrote in Thailand sit waiting to be expanded.)
My sister-in-law decided to get rid of my parents’ sets of
Dickens and Walter Scott and offered them to me. They

Dickens and Scott from my parents'
home - a challenge lined up for lazy
days ahead

New bookcase in the study
- probably the last space available
for the ever-expanding library

Health and welfare

I

’ve not been feeling on top form for some years now. I Living in the midst of a pandemic has not been comfortdon’t have the energy and motivation I’m accustomed able for anyone, let alone those feeling mildly depressed.
to and really have to wind myself up to action every I’m hoping that exposure to the big world again will lift
day. I have to resist procrastination and while there is of- my spirits and bring some equanimity and peace.
ten nothing that has to be done, I constantly feel I should
be doing something other than what I am doing. I find
it hard to sit down at 9am and read a book, and I never
watch TV or videos during the day; why on earth not?
This last year, there have been fewer external demands
on me than ever, and I have struggled to feel positive
about the few hundred weeks I have left out of my four
thousand. My domestic situation is not far short of ideal,
idyllic, even, but I don’t feel the joy of it as deeply and
A bunch of flowers is always
Not a lot of luck with roses in the garden,
thoroughly as I should.
a quick route to my heart
but M&S has had plenty of rosy treats
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Fitness

he closure of gyms put an end to Raymond’s
usual fitness regimen so we fitted out the garage as a small home-gym to fill the gap. It
worked well until a couple of injuries put paid to any
strenuous exercise for a time. He’s back to strength
now and starting to find a new routine alongside the
new patterns of his working week.
My record of exercise has been sporadic, at best. For
the last few years, I have managed a modest session
with my static bike and dumbbells every other day,
interspersed with walks from time to time. Travel,
work and a couple of weeks of a disabling infection
disrupted all that and I’m not back in the rhythm
yet. Part of the problem is that I hate programmed
exercise, in spite of the actual and putative benefits,
and I’m past-master at evading the call. I can tolerate it only while listening to absorbing podcasts that

Raymond contemplates the jigsaw
of the components of his home-gym

Home-gym complete, along with
a gym-sized mirror

distract me from the physical misery.
We’ve both had our double Covid shots, and I recently had my booster. Here, in Oxford, the whole
process was very well managed.

Last Minute

I

The turkey’s ordered from a traditional butcher in
the Covered Market. Raymond has applied for his
provisional driving licence and we are looking for a
classy secondhand car. I sold a couple of my books
at the Oxford Indie Book Fair on Saturday and met
some great people. I’ve just submitted a reflective
essay on The Winter’s Tale for an annual seasonal
anthology. Raymond is waiting for a consignment
of furniture from China for his drop-shipping enterprise. A modest but pleasing and productive life for
us both.

R

aymond had hoped to visit his Mum and
friends in Ghana this Christmas. With the
new job, that now looks unlikely. He’s been
away for six years – and that’s really too long; he’ll
need to go next year. We may have guests from
Sweden over New Year. Otherwise it will be a
quiet time by the River – which we have to hope will
not lap its waters too close to the house this winter.
Maybe the world will seem a brighter place in 2022
for us all. Let’s hope so!
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Colours of autumn
round the front door

We send our best wishes
for your good health,
especially in these perilous
times, and for your
happiness and success
in the year ahead.
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www.brucehugman.net
Raymond: +44 (0)7935 930 498
raymondosei90@gmail.com
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t’s mid-November and Mr Neung is just putting
last touches to these pages. It’s a bright, chilly day
and I must get out into the garden and secure the
pea-netting on the many pots of bulbs to keep busy
squirrels from undoing all our work. I’ve had my first
session at the Museum of Oxford and I think working there will be rewarding and enjoyable. On the
other hand, when I went along for my first Oxfam
bookshop shift, the manager didn’t turn up and left
me and potential customers stranded on the street.
Not a promising start.

