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Preface

 

In a sense, this preface is by way of being a postscript to my writing, my storytelling life: to my life. So it is both preface and postscript.

I’m older now. Not wiser maybe, but with perhaps the perspective that only old age can bring, on the world about me, on my place in it. And it is a funny thing, old age. I mean, you have to laugh and smile, or you’d just turn your face to the wall.

The essays and reflections in this book have been written over recent decades, many for BBC Radio 4’s A Point of View, some as articles in newspapers and some as lectures. And woven in amongst them you will find a play, a poem or two, and even a few stories. I’m not abandoning storytelling.

Throughout my writing life I’ve largely written fiction, but I’ve been feeling for a while now that it’s important also to explore other ways of ‘passing it on’, as Alan Bennett’s wonderfully eccentric teacher tells his class in The History Boys. He’s trying to tell them why he teaches, what he’s here for, what we’re all here for. It’s what writing is for as well.

I suppose this whole book is a way of being an explanation, or justification, or both. As a writer, I have moved, rather thinly disguised, through my stories, autobiography hidden in amongst the fiction, not very well concealed either. There are many Michaels in my stories, even the occasional Michael Morpurgo – perhaps a sign of a limited imagination. But the truth is that I have played out my life often in my fiction, using up the experiences and happenings of my 80-odd years. I write biographically, that’s the truth of it. It’s my memories that fuel much of my writing. I write more often than not in the first person, in order perhaps to live the story more intensely as I tell it. I’ve been me, often. I’ve been a horse, a dog, a cat, all sorts. I’ve been old, I’ve been young. I’ve been girl, I’ve been boy. After all, ‘One man in his time plays many parts.’

But maybe there comes a time to stand back, to try to see the world more clearly, as I find it, and to tell it straight – not through the prism of a story, but to look my reader in the eye and come clean about the real world, the great issues of our times: caring for the planet, peace, migration, fairness, education, hope. Now that I’m 80, it seemed the time to do it, the time not to play a part, while there is time.

I am very fortunate to be getting older and still to be doing work I love. One of the great joys is when people – young people especially – suggest to me that I might like to write or do something different, something I haven’t dared do before. Maybe they read my books when they were children, or their own children read them now, maybe I taught them at school.

As with this book, they nudge me into believing I can go where I have not gone before, and that is hugely exciting. Would you like to write for radio, an essay for A Point of View? Would you like to write a series of poems for Vivaldi’s ‘Four Seasons’ and then read them at a concert? Would you write an article for a newspaper on education, on peace and war, on migration? Would you like to narrate the story of War Horse to accompany the music from the National Theatre’s play at the Proms? Or, would you like to gather a selection of your writings together for a different kind of book altogether, this book?

Simply to be asked is great encouragement and so heartening – especially when you’re 80-plus. They must think I can still do these things and do them well enough. That’s all I need to launch into something new. So here it is. When I thought of calling this book Funny Thing, Getting Older, I had very good reason for suggesting that title. A story, a true story.

Heart bypass surgery is not funny. But recently I had to go through it. Not funny at all. But then a funny thing happened on the way to the operating theatre. I was wheeled into a sort of antechamber where I met the anaesthetist. She’d been to see me on the ward earlier to introduce herself and tell me how it was all going to be, that everything would be fine. She seemed very kind. Polish, she told me. I recall thinking she looked like a kind auntie of mine when I was little. ‘I’ll see you shortly,’ she said. And off she went.

She was waiting for me in this antechamber, the theatre beyond it, with everyone waiting. She was dressed in white from head to toe, mask on. I knew the routine. She would make conversation to relax me and put me to sleep without my knowing it was happening. The conversation, which I knew sooner or later would be interrupted, went like this.

 

Her: I heard that you are a writer.

Me: Yes.

Her: What sort of books do you write?

[She is going through the motions, I thought]

Me: Children’s books, mostly.

Her: And what’s your latest book about?

Me: [Waiting for unconsciousness to overwhelm me] A dog.

Her: A dog! [Suddenly seriously interested. No longer just going through the motions] What kind of a dog?

Me: A corgi.

Her: A corgi! I’ve got a corgi! What kind of a corgi?

Me: A Pembrokeshire corgi.

Her: I’ve got a Pembrokeshire corgi! When’s the book coming out? I want to come to the launch and bring my dog, my Rufus, along.

 

I’m sure I went off to sleep with a smile on my face. Several hours later, I woke up and we arranged it. It wasn’t just talk. It wasn’t going through the motions. So I will be sharing the launch of my next book with a Pembrokeshire corgi called Rufus and a Polish anaesthetist called Agatha. Apparently, she has many friends who have corgis. It could be quite a gathering! I hope the dogs behave!

As I said – funny thing, getting older.

—

I have just looked out of my window and seen what I often see at about 8.30 in the morning: a group of children from a city primary school going back down the lane for breakfast after a rainy walk out over the fields to feed the cattle their hay, to move the sheep onto new pasture. It’s been bucketing down. Their hoods are up and they’re dripping wet. They are linking arms and laughing too. And I’m thinking how lucky I am to witness at my age how positive young people can be, how together they are and happy about their work, in the fractured world we live in. Having my children and grandchildren about, seeing them and these city children down on the farm that we have turned into a charity to allow them to experience country life, always fills me with hope and joy, puts the world and its troubles, age and its drawbacks into perspective, keeps me smiling. This is the generation, I am thinking, I am hoping, who will put things right.

Funny thing, getting older. Well, not so funny for so many. Not funny for those living in isolation and with sadness in their hearts, not funny at all for those who are overwhelmed, or cold and hungry, for those worn down by ill health. Not funny for those living through war. Not funny when you lose those you love, friends and family, as inevitably happens in old age.

Living through war, as so many do the world over, is not simply seeing it on the television or reading about it – though that is bad enough. The constant drip, drip of horror – from the Middle East, from Ukraine, from Sudan, from so many places – invading our homes and our lives and our minds is corrosive to the soul, to our very humanity. The tragic drama of a world out of kilter, seemingly destroying itself, is playing out in front of our eyes from our phones and iPads and televisions, from our newspapers. And we are helpless to do anything about it. Or so it might seem.

Not true, of course. We have voices and we can speak up. We can tell our stories, read the stories of others. We can write. We can do what we can do. We must. Generations before us did, and gave us our freedom to speak, gave us new hope. We have to do the same for the generation that just walked down the lane on the way back from their farm work. I feel in a way that this is mutual. They give me the hope to keep my pecker up, to keep me smiling though.

A story is like a kite. Every time I write or tell a story, I’m flying a kite. If I make it right, if the wind is right, if I design it right, if I fly it right, it will lift and rise and stay up. It will swoop and soar, and it will please my heart when it’s up there, floating on the wind, flapping and rustling in the breeze. And it will please anyone who sees it. They will stop and stare and marvel at the sight of it up there in the blue. It may fall, catch in a tree, but I can rescue it, mend it and fly it again. It is same with the making of the stories in this book, every one of them, the poems and the essays too. I have to keep making and flying my kites, and teach others, if I can, to fly theirs.

Within this book you will find an account of why kites came to mean so much to me, how I came to write a book about the sheer joy of them. It reflects on why they are important to the child in me, the teacher in me, the storymaker in me, the old man in me. They are to me and to many cultures symbols of hope, of happiness, of peace and freedom. And the older I have become, the more I value all four, but the greatest of these is hope. Of all the stories I have written, that story – which became my book The Kites Are Flying – has become the one that stays in my mind more than any other, now especially. It is about children, about suffering and war, about reconciliation, about our longing and our hope for peace. And you will read about a visit I made to Gaza and to Israel some 20 years ago, and of the one place, the one school, where I felt a path to peace was being prepared. It was here I saw children, Jew and Arab together, making and flying kites.

I remember leaving at the end of my visit and thinking how different this school was from anywhere else I had visited, in Gaza or in Israel, how the children learnt together, played together, lived as neighbours side by side in the village. This must surely be the only way forward, through education in school and in the community, through hope and belief. In a place of such historic and bitter conflict, this has to be the pathway to peace. I thought then that perhaps the children who had made and flown the kites with me – given half a chance – might be amongst the future peacemakers who would make it happen. That is still my hope and my belief all these years later.

I’m writing this on 7 October 2024, a year after the appalling tragedy in Israel and Gaza, and now in Lebanon, after a year of unimaginable horror for everyone living on both sides of the borders. I’m wondering still how many of those kite-making, laughing children are alive, and if so, where they are now, what they believe now. Have they lost all hope? I’m wondering if the story I told about them is too fanciful. I hope it’s not. I do know that without hope, there is no hope. I have to keep hoping and believing, for the children and for me. What else can keep us going?

And we have reason to hope. All wars end in the end. I was born during a world war that was the most destructive war ever fought. The generation before me and our generation found a way afterwards to forgive, to forge friendship, to knock down walls. There is peace now in South Africa, on the island of Ireland – not perfect peace maybe, but peace. It can and will happen too in Israel and Gaza, and it will be the children on both sides who, with education, with knowledge and empathy and understanding, will do it. Maybe with the help of stories and kites, linking arms and laughing.
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