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Luckily for me, Rachel is one of those people 

who chats to you as if you’re an old friend and 

selflessly imparts her writerly knowledge as if 

somehow you’re her professional equal. In fact, 

to hear Rachel share her writing advice, and to 

learn that even an award-winning author doesn’t 

assume she’s got the job nailed, is a completely 

humbling (and anxiety-easing) experience:  

“I still read a lot and jot down a sentence  

if I think I’ve never thought of that structure 

before, or a word. Never think that you know 

how to do it.” 

Having initially carved a career for herself as 

an actress, Rachel began writing plays for 

radio when she became pregnant with her first 

daughter (“I think what’s great about having 

acted first is that you have a very strong sense of 

a kind of structure of storytelling…”) and it was 

through her playwriting that Harold Fry,  

the eponymous protagonist of her debut novel, 

was born. 

Originally broadcast on BBC Radio 4 as an 

afternoon play, The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold 

Fry was long-listed for the prestigious Man 

Booker Prize after it was first published as a 

novel back in 2012. The story, which follows the 

journey of a retired brewery worker as he travels, 

on foot, from his home in Devon to a hospice in 

Berwick-upon-Tweed, was one that was deeply 

personal to Rachel, not just because Harold’s 

journey seemed to aptly mirror her own (“I was 

writing about a man making an unlikely journey 

and I was also writing a book which seemed 

quite an unlikely journey, so I really fed in all my 

emotions about writing into Harold’s walk…”), 

but also because, in 2005, Rachel’s father sadly 

passed away from cancer: “I think often you find 

yourself writing a story and it’s fulfilling some 

little gap or need or whatever it is in yourself. I 

wasn’t really consciously writing it for my dad, 

but I look back and it seems very right that at a 

time when I was losing my dad I chose to write a 

story about a man trying to save someone…” 

Two years after the publication of Harold Fry, 

Rachel decided to explore the story from a 

different angle, choosing instead to focus on 

the perspective of Queenie Hennessy – Harold’s 

former colleague. For Rachel, it was important 

that this new book was not considered a sequel 

to Harold’s story, but rather a standalone novel, 

one that could be read independently or at the 

same time as its counterpart: “For me, it would 

not be fair if you had to read both, but you could 

read one and then not read the other…or even 

read them at the same time…” 

Now, with three novels under her belt (Perfect, 

her second book, was published in 2013), 

and a fourth in the pipeline, Rachel has truly 

established herself as a serious novelist, 

one whose opinion on the subject deserves 

recognition and respect. For those of us luckily 

enough to live in and around Stroud, this year 

Rachel will join the magnificent array of writers 

and poets who will be participating in the town’s 

first ever book festival giving attendees the 

opportunity to hear this bestselling novelist 

in discussion with Alice Jolly and Caroline 

Sanderson at their event on Friday 18th 

November: “It has such a creative energy,  

Stroud, that it seems a very obvious place  

to have a festival.”

Rachel is a modest writer, one who, despite 

her success, is more than happy to admit how 

difficult the task at hand can be (“I don’t just sit 

there and it all comes, I have to really work it 

out…there is a satisfaction for me in eventually 

carving something that you believe in, but for me 

it takes a very long time and a lot of mistakes…”), 

and yet she is clearly passionate about writing 

and creativity not just as a career or a hobby, but 

as a personal (and perhaps even, societal) need, 

and it is this genuine concern and appreciation 

that is truly inspiring: “…one of the things that 

worries me is that we live in a society that seems 

not to value creativity as much as it was valued 

when I was at school and I fear that if we’re not 

allowed to be creative then we’re putting a cork 

in something that is quite dangerous whereas 

if you’re allowed to express the darker things 

and the things that confuse you…that’s all really, 

really positive and for the good.” 

Rachel will be appearing at the Stroud 

Book Festival with Alice Jolly and Caroline 

Sanderson on Friday 18th November at the 

Subscription Rooms, visit stroudfestival.org 

and subscriptionrooms.org.uk for further info. 

Her book of seven stories for Christmas, A 

Snow Garden and Other Stories will be out on 

November 3rd in paperback. 

Leah Grant is a writer and photographer with 

a keen interest in art and literature. On her 

blog, Bellyful of Art, you can find reviews of 

exhibitions, installations, dance performances 

and literary events as well as her own lovingly 

created pieces of short fiction artbellyful.

wordpress.com

#20 | NOV 2016

KATIE 
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THERE AREN’T  MANY T IMES IN L IFE 

WHEN YOU CAN SAY THAT YOU’VE MET 

SOMEONE TRULY LOVELY.  STEP FORWARD 

AUTHOR KATIE  FFORDE. 

I  WAS NERVOUS ABOUT INTERVIEWING RACHEL JOYCE, 

I  WON’T L IE .  THOUGH I  JUMPED AT THE CHANCE 

INIT IALLY (WHAT ASPIR ING WRITER WOULDN’T?) ,  WHEN I 

EVENTUALLY STARTED TO PLAN OUR INTERVIEW I  FOUND 

MYSELF AGONIS ING OVER THE QUESTIONS I  WOULD ASK, 

THE WAY I  WOULD PRESENT MYSELF OVER THE PHONE. 

TO DISCUSS WRIT ING WITH A MAN BOOKER PRIZE 

NOMINEE,  AN INTERNATIONALLY BESTSELL ING AUTHOR 

AND AN AWARD-WINNING WRITER OF NUMEROUS RADIO 

PLAYS…IT ALL  SUDDENLY SEEMED SO INTIMIDATING AND 

I  COULDN’T HELP BUT FEEL  HOPELESSLY ILL-EQUIPPED.
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RACHEL 
JOYCE

I tried writing Mills and 

Boon stories, but it just 

wasn’t working and it was 

when I got a rejection 

letter that I got my head 

down and got on with it 

even more.

I don’t just sit there and it all 

comes, I have to really work 

it out…there is a satisfaction 

for me in eventually carving 

something that you believe in, 

but for me it takes a very long 

time and a lot of mistakes…

BY NIKKI OWEN BY LEAH GRANT

Fess up time: I know Katie. I am lucky, over the 

past year to have got to know this amazing 

romantic novelist who has continuously topped 

the Sunday Times Bestseller list (last year’s 

novel, A Vintage Wedding – a novel with our  

The Prince Albert pub as inspiration - topped the 

bestsellers list instantly.)

So, any excuse for a natter, we meet one day in 

the Star Anise café for a spot of lunch and when 

we get talking, Katie says that her take on life is, 

“You get what you give.”  Now, some may regard 

Katie’s success as pretty lucky. But is it luck? 

Or is it something more, something we have to, 

dare I say, work at? (answer: yes!)  “I just think 

it’s important to be friendly,” Katie says to me as 

I start to quiz her about being a writer and the 

effort required. “You have to be nice to everyone 

on the way up, because you never really know 

when you’ll find yourself on the way back down.” 

It’s this inclusive attitude that sums up this 

remarkable lady - that the people you meet 

should be treated with respect. Publishing books 

now for some twenty years, Katie’s first steps 

into the novelist world weren’t quite so straight 

forward, despite a family writing pedigree that 

includes an author mother, sister and cousin to 

name a few. “Well, you see, I used to love Mills 

and Boon, was obsessed with them – it was 

a kind of antidote to stress,” Katie confesses. 

“Then we moved to Wales and I found myself 

there with a very young baby. My husband was 

away and in the middle of the night, I woke to 

feed the baby and heard rushing water.  I went 

down stairs and saw the kitchen was completely 

flooded. For some reason, I actually knew where 

the stop cock was, and so wellies on, I went 

outside, found it, sorted it – and then it started  

to snow, and I remember thinking quite clearly 

that it was such a funny story to tell at a dinner 

party, but I didn’t know anyone to tell. And it’s 

that moment I sort of detached myself and 

thought, right there, how the whole scene would 

make a good story. And I think it’s that very 

moment that was the start of me thinking I could 

actually be a writer.”

Indeed, it’s Katie’s sharp ability to observe as 

well as participate in life events that not only 

generates endless ideas, but helps create 

memorable characters, too. But, bottom line,  

it’s a mixture of talent with sheer hard work that 

makes success really happen. “I started writing 

and someone said to me if you keep writing for 

ten years you’ll make it to getting published.” 

And how long did Katie keep at it for before her 

books went to print? “Eight,” she replies, a smile 

on her face, eyes sparkling, freckles sprinkled 

on her summer sun complexion. “I tried writing 

Mills and Boon stories, but it just wasn’t working 

and it was when I got a rejection letter that I got 

my head down and got on with it even more.” 

Some call it determination – Katie calls it pig 

headedness – but either way, what Katie shows is 

that if you have enough determination, you can 

make things happen.  

It’s a lesson for us all I think, Katie’s wonderful 

take on life. As I sat and listened to her talk in 

her gentle yet engaging voice, I found myself 

imagining what the world would be like if we all 

were a little more like Katie, all a little  

more forgiving, more friendly, as well as more 

patient and just that wee bit more motivated  

and where we had each other’s backs (Katie 

 is a great supporter of fellow authors and 

founded the Katie Fford Bursary Award  

to help aspiring romantic novelists.)

We finish our lunch and spend a good ten 

minutes catching up on family news (I live near 

to Katie’s daughter) and author updates  

(Katie’s next book is out in February 2017, plus 

she’s currently writing a novella set for Kindle 

this Christmas). And of course, chat finds its  

way to the Book Festival in Stroud this month, 

(Katie is headlining the ‘Love In The Afternoon’ 

session at the Subscription Rooms on Thursday 

17th, 3-6pm.)

We say our goodbyes and I am left with the 

warm feeling that not only do I have a friend  

in Katie, but it reminds me too that being  

friendly is not just a nice thing to do - it’s 

essential. Because, when the chips are down,  

it’s not just novels that need good characters – 

we need them in real life, too. 

Nikki Owen is an author and writer.  

Her second book in the Project Trilogy –  

the Killing Files (Harper Collins), is out now.  

Visit her blog nikkiowen.wordpress.com  

or website nikkiowenauthor.com. Catch her  

at the Stroud Book Festival on Monday 14th  

and Wednesday 16th 


