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T’S been a busy year or so for 
Julia Jones – one in which she’s 
put to bed a lot of unfinished 
business. She’s cleared a 
niggling debt she long felt she 

owed to one of her favourite authors 
and has also plucked her own first 
novel out of the fire. (It’s a tale in the 
spirit of Arthur Ransome and there 
was a kerfuffle about whether or not 
it was being presented as a sequel to 
Ransome’s Swallows and Amazons 
canon – which, she said, it patently 
was not.)

That “debt” first. Years and years 
ago, Julia had a bookshop and 
became increasingly taken by the 
stories of mystery writer Margery 
Allingham, creator of detective 
Albert Campion.

Interest heightened when she 
discovered that Margery had also 
lived in Essex – at Tolleshunt 
D’Arcy, near Tiptree. There, she’d 
written The Oaken Heart: The story 
of an English village at war – an 
autobiographical account of the 
early years of the conflict. Julia 
gave this a new lease of life by 
republishing it under her own 
imprint in 1987.

It inspired a friendship with 
Margery’s sister Joyce, still living 
in Tolleshunt D’Arcy. Joyce let Julia 
comb through family papers and a 
biography of Margery was published 
by Heinemann in 1991. (A new 

edition came out in 2009.)
Joyce also bequeathed all the 

papers relating to her father, 
Herbert, himself a writer of fiction. 
(He’d kept the masses entertained 
with melodramatic cliff-hangers in 
the “penny papers” of the early 
1900s.) Julia used them for a PhD 
thesis, finished about five years ago. 
Her knowledge of the Allinghams 
led to appearances at the Essex Book 
Festival.

Then last autumn, with the 2011 
event on the horizon, someone 
suggested it should include 
something about The Oaken Heart, 
which would be celebrating its 70th 
anniversary. “Silly to have 
something about a book no-one can 
easily get their hands on,” thought 
Julia. “Tell you what; I’ve always 
had a bit of an issue about The 
Oaken Heart; why don’t we produce 
a limited edition?” 

From there, it was but a small step 
to thinking: “Bother 50 or 100 
copies! I’ve done all this work; let’s 
go for it! Let’s make a trade edition 
and sell some copies!”

So a new edition would be 
published by Golden Duck, the 
cottage-industry imprint run from 
Essex by Julia and partner Francis 
Wheen, the journalist, writer, 
broadcaster and deputy editor of 
satirical magazine Private Eye.

Only it was a bit of a tall order. 

The festival was set for March and 
Julia wanted to give the new version 
some va-va-voom. There wasn’t a lot 
of time to play with, though.

Of her initial reprint in 1987, she 
says: “To be fair, I’ve always been a 
little embarrassed, in retrospect, 
about the quality of that publication. 
I had very little money and very 
little time, and so to save typesetting 
costs I sat there, retyping the whole 
of The Oaken Heart.”

This was in the era of small floppy 
disks – the cutting-edge technology 
of its day.

“I was single at that point and 
didn’t have anybody to proof-read it 
for me. So this was an awful example 
of how you can mess up!” she 
laughs.

The chosen typeface made the 
chunks of text somewhat 
indigestible, and there were 
irritating typographical errors. All 
in all, “Very well meant, but 
basically a bit of a bish.”

It did, however, enjoy a 
“delightful” reading on BBC 
Woman’s Hour by Joan Hickson, 
known for her TV portrayal of 
Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple.

For more than two decades, then, 
Julia lived with a sense of 
unfinished business over Margery’s 
sole non-fiction title.

“Here’s a cracking book; I hadn’t 
really done it justice. I also felt it 

wasn’t totally me and my typing. I 
also felt it was a book that had been 
written in the white heat of a very 
extraordinary experience” – the 
war’s effects on a rural community 
of little more than 600 souls – “and 
therefore had not benefited from the 
sense of perspective that an editor 
would give it. 

“Margery was so close to her 
subject – which made it a book to be 
cherished. She was writing it as she 
was living it. (Combining it with her 
duties as billeting officer, for air 
raid precautions and first aid.) But 
after 70 years I felt it needed a little 
bit of explanation.” Hence a desire to 
include more notes to guide readers.

It had been conceived as a long 
letter to the author’s American 
publishing friends – partly to 
explain what was happening in 
Britain at that time and partly to 
help the campaign to persuade the 
U.S. to end its isolation – and 
Margery wrote the first draft in 
about three months.

There was the chance, this time 
round, to reveal more about the good 
folk of Tolleshunt D’Arcy – the 
cobblers, chauffeurs, builders, 
plumbers et al – who featured in 
Margery’s account (which disguises 
the village as “sweet Auburn”).

Older adults from 1941 were no 
longer with us, of course, but “Men 
and women who were children and 

teenagers at that time can still tell 
us of their experiences . . .”

Julia told local people what she 
was doing. It took time for the 
message to percolate, and the season 
of peace and goodwill occupied 
people’s energies, “and then after 
Christmas there was this fantastic 
opening-up and people started 
digging around in their attics and 
coming out with pictures of their 
parents or grandparents, and little 
anecdotes and precise details.”

A lot of people were still in the 
village where their relatives lived 70 
years ago. Julia, grateful for their 
help, says it gave the new edition “a 
tremendous community dimension”. 
The volume includes previously-
unpublished diaries and letters.

In March, the Essex Book Festival 
event was held at St Nicholas School, 
Tolleshunt D’Arcy, before an 
audience of 80-plus. Julia spoke, 
there was a slideshow on the 
background to The Oaken Heart, and 
pupils acted out a scene about 
evacuees arriving in the village.

D.C. Thomson’s People’s Friend 
magazine made The Oaken Heart its 
Book Club choice for April and the 
Women’s Institute magazine will be 
listing it as one of its titles of the 
year.

“In public terms, it told me this is 
a book that is going to speak to 
people beyond the pages of The 
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