Wish
Justine

My earliest memories of my father are of his storytelling. Looking back now, |
realise that storytelling was a constant part of his life, a backdrop to his published
writing.  Sometimes it was tales of his own childhood, of all the scrapes an
inquisitive working class boy growing up by a canal in a I930s northern town could
ne involved in, which held us in thrall as we sat eating supper round the dining
table. These stories, involving daring raids on sweetshops, or jumping into the
canal after drowning cats, these we children called ’Little Boy Stories’ and we
relished them, even after we knew the ending, with its funny punch line, by heart.

Edmund loved to tell a story, weave a tale, spin a yarn, call it what you will, it
was part of who he was and what he enjoyed about his life. He was very
observant, sharp and often wickedly funny. Whether it was tales of his inspirations
for various novels, told to visiting fans often pleasantly surprised by his hospitality,
or his relating of the local rural daily life which surrounded us then, Edmund was a
classically English raconteur. He embellished his accounts, of course. He
observed characterisations and mannerisms and exaggerated them. He could
have a very sharp and acidic tongue indeed. But he always loved to tell a story.

My mother would sit and read to us all, every day after lunch, whilst we really
did sit, quiet as mice, before our afternoon nap. My father, however, seemed to
conjure tales out of thin air. In retrospect | do not know if he had a stock of little
plots and narrative devices, even if he had jotted these brief tales down
somewhere. . . Certainly he appeared to have one ready, always, whenever he
deemed that the occasion called for it.

These stories were what we would term children’s stories. Wonderful visual
tapestries, which could lead anywhere but were always guaranteed to excite and
entertain and contain stunning images. Tales of castles, of dragons, of enchanted
islands. Or tales told to us individually, especially when we were ill with childhood
fevers. | have vivid memories of him telling me stories as | lay in my childhood
sickbed with the mumps or scarlet fever.

He would tell me to shut my eyes and to imagine myself in a forest, or by a
lake, or perhaps in a cave. He would describe it all so vividly for me, talking
siowly and soothingly. Then | would meet a kind fairy queen and go to her
palace. Or | would see a beautifui unicorn and take a ride on his back. Perhaps |
would go swimming with mermaids. Whatever story he told me he certainly knew
what would charm and delight an eight year old girl and he would always end the
tale by lowering his voice and quietly teiling me that | would stay there and have
lovely dreams and good sleep.

In 1960 Edmund’s only children’s book, 'Wish Goes to Slumber Land’ was
published. At the same time, a special box of plasticine was sold in the shops to
go with the book. This box was the same size as the book and had the same
cover. It was made by Harbutt’s and contained plasticine in the different colours
needed for the characters, and also plastic silhouette ’cutters’, like those used to
make gingerbread men, shaped like Wish, Buttons, and other characters from the
story. '

These were the stories Edmund and Joyce used to tell their children before
they went to sleep at night. The manuscript of 'Wish Goes To Slumber Land’ also







