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I had just begun working as a literary agent in 1971 and was looking 

for clients when a mutual friend put Diana in touch with me. It was clear 

from the start that here was a very individual talent. Her work combined 

her characteristic knockabout humour with fantasy, which was unusual, 

as fantasy at that time tended to be very serious. We first met in a pub in 

Oxford and she told me many years later that she had been embarrassed 

that her dress was too short and she had to keep pulling it down – I have 

no memory of this – I’m sure mine was at least as skimpy – but I DO 

remember a young woman with a mass of black hair, glittering, silvery 

blue eyes in a pink and white striped dress. We got on from the start – 

liked the same children’s writers, Nesbit especially, and had the same 

enjoyment of the absurd. 

 One of the things I had particularly liked about her first novel, 

WILKINS’ TOOTH was its lack of cliché. The villain was an old lady who 

children thought was a witch. She turned out to be a very unpleasant one 

indeed, rather than a sweet misunderstood old person (the usual outcome 

in children’s books). This was typical of Diana and her reaction to what 

she called “Goddy” books. These were books that tried to drive home a 
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heavy-handed moral or sought to solve children’s problems by writing a 

book about them. This extract from her letter sending me EIGHT DAYS OF 

LUKE shows that she felt children should be taken away from their 

problems by fiction, but at the same time helped and comforted indirectly 

through fantasy: 

 

(July 16th, 1972) 

 

 “Points for adults: the fantasy is a sort of covert allegory about 

growing up; the prim boarding school reality was intentional, because 

kids always find it easier to identify with something remote and 

comfortable, and I wanted to write about unwanted children. In my 

experience kids just get depressed reading about their own 

circumstances, so if I were to make David a latchkey kid only adults 

would enjoy it.” 

 

 Diana’s writing depended on spontaneous inspiration. Throughout 

her life she would get ideas from dreams, events or something she had 

read, and she would make a note of them. Some of these grew rapidly, and 

others remained in notebooks or on scraps of paper as they had first come 

to her. Others wouldn’t grow to more than a chapter, some to several 

chapters. She kept all these for future reference. In the case of her novel, 

ENCHANTED GLASS , she looked at one of these first chapters again, after 

many years. She had no memory of how she had thought the story would 

develop, but she liked what she read, and realised that a different story 

was there that she wanted to continue. 
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 Once an idea began to develop in earnest, she would write a first 

draft in long hand not knowing exactly how the story would work out, and 

what the characters would do. She told me that characters who had 

originally seemed marginal, often would begin to take over the story and 

demand more attention. She told me how Chrestomanci, later to become a 

key figure in her work, did this in CHARMED LIFE. 

 At this early stage in the writing process, Diana was completely 

taken over by the story, which created unexpected problems, such as the 

time when she absent mindedly put a pair of shoes, instead of a casserole, 

in the oven. I never heard what she did with the casserole. 

 When the first draft was complete, Diana would type out a second 

draft, correcting inconsistencies and at the same time editing and 

developing the story further, and solving whatever problems there were 

with the conclusion. She often liked to keep the spontaneity of the first 

draft by leaving the final working out of the denouement until the second 

draft. 

 I never saw these first drafts until I was helping her sort through 

her manuscripts in the last year of her life. They are remarkable for their 

lack of crossings out and the fluency of the storytelling. 

 Once a book was well into second draft, Diana would give me some 

details and it was always a thrilling moment when the manuscript arrived, 

recognisable as hers by the strong smell of cigarettes and distinctive 

typewriter face on the envelope. 

 Even when she began to work on a computer, I would always 

receive them as manuscripts rather than email attachments. The 

manuscript was often accompanied by a letter, giving the flavour of the 
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enclosed story or the ideas that inspired it. 

 Here for example is one about DOGSBODY, her novel about Sirius, 

the dog star who is turned into a dog and forced to live on earth. 

 

(February 6th, 1975) 

 

“Dear Laura, 

 Here is DOGSBODY – the dog book. As you’ll see, it isn’t quite the 

conventional dog –story. It’s too soon after finishing it for me to know 

if it’s any good or even what it’s like. I’ll tell you what I was trying to do 

– which is to say something rather difficult and unpleasant about the 

mess people get into when they don’t take account of their feelings; 

and what a muddle most feelings are anyway. 

 That’s why the title refers to Kathleen as well as Sirius. I’ve tried 

to use the wild hunt as an image for the mixed emotions in affection, 

and the increasing tempo of events as another image of the same 

thing. I’ve no idea if I’ve brought it off or not. I fear it may seem that 

I’m simply jerking tears.” 

 

Or this letter about Howl’s Moving Castle. 

 

(March 27th, 1985) 

 

 “The book arose really because, for various reasons, I started 

thinking of the two books which topped all my children’s lists of 

favourite books: THE LAND OF GREEN GINGER and OVER THE HILLS TO 
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FABYLON. Do you know them? They are both fantasias of fairy stories, 

both screamingly funny, and both an entirely adult cast. I thought it 

would be interesting to try something on those lines. I wish I still had 

some kids to try HOWL out on – because of course it hasn’t turned out 

like either of those books. 

 Actually the title, or at least the Moving Castle part, was given 

me by a boy – one of those smooth-headed types who play computer 

games – some years ago when I was visiting a school”. 

 

 The spontaneous creation of Diana’s first draft meant that the 

process was a fragile one, in that it could not be disturbed by any outside 

discussion. I learnt early on to my cost, and Diana’s, that it was important 

not to talk about any work in progress, unless the book was far into 

second draft stage. We once talked in some detail about an idea she had 

which centred on the characters being acutely embarrassed, and as a 

result the idea died completely. Sadly, this meant that I felt unable to ask 

her about the plot of her last unfinished book, THE ISLANDS OF 

CHALDEA. We both knew that she was writing against time, and what 

should have been the first longhand draft had to change into the second 

draft, when she was diagnosed with cancer. This happened after she had 

completed the first third of the book. I regret that I didn’t even dare to ask 

her for some hints of the denouement, but having had my fingers burned 

so thoroughly the first time, I couldn’t change the habit. More than that, 

neither of us wanted to admit that she might not finish it. 

 The spontaneity of Diana’s ideas meant she was never prepared to 

be commissioned to write a book to be delivered at a particular time, nor 
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produce the same kind of story again and again, though over the years 

themes emerged which could be defined as typical of a Diana Wynne Jones 

novel. 

 Many agents edit their clients’ work extensively before sending a 

manuscript to publishers. But obviously that wasn’t part of how I worked 

for Diana! Because she had taken such care with the two drafts, her work 

needed little editing – if I mentioned what I thought was an inconsistency, 

it was usually because I had been reading too quickly rather than a 

mistake on her part. I think it was because she went through the process 

of intensive self-editing, that she increasingly resisted doing further work 

on the finished book. 

 But she did talk to me at times when she felt she was stuck over an 

idea that was well formed, and this was the case with POWER OF THREE. 

Diana had been working on it for a long time before I represented her, and 

there were several versions. The story centred on a magical valley in 

Wales that was threatened with being turned into a reservoir. In the mid 

1970s it was almost a cliché to set a fantasy children’s book in Wales, and 

it had already been done definitively, by Alan Garner and Susan Cooper. 

So it seemed that the idea might have already gone stale. By coincidence, 

at that time Otmoor, a weirdly remote fenland near Oxford, was under the 

same threat of being drowned by a reservoir. I told Diana about this, as 

she lived nearby. I wondered whether it might help to relocate the story 

there, as it had not been used in a children’s book before. This appealed to 

Diana, and the difficulties she was having seemed to be helped by giving 

the story a new setting. 

 In the novel there is a magical world interacting with ours, but Diana 
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turns fantasy convention on its head and tells the story from the magical 

people’s point of view. 

 

This is the letter she wrote when she sent it to me: 

 

(July 4th, 1974) 

 

"Dear Laura, 

 Here’s the Otmoor book at last. After much brain-beating, I 

decided to call it POWER OF THREE. That was as hard as the rest – and 

I nearly broke my brain writing it. The trouble was, I was trying to do 

something very difficult indeed, but I didn’t realise it until I’d done it – 

or rather, finished trying to do it. I hope you think I brought it off. If I 

have, it’s certainly thanks to you suggesting Otmoor. 

 Otmoor is so right for it that I find myself believing that it 

happened, and happened there…..My main worry is that because there 

have been so many drafts of it, going back – will you believe it! – over 

eight years, some of the joins may show. Luckily the characters have 

been the same from the start, though I had to shed a Giant or so on the 

way. But if you do spot anywhere where is it seems to jerk over the 

points, please tell me…….” 

 

 At the time I did not fully realise the significance of the novel in her 

canon, but it is the first dealing with a child who gradually realises they 

have magical powers – something she was still writing about in THE 

ISLANDS OF CHALDEA. Though Diana does not mention this theme in her 
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letter, you can see that she was determined not to let the book go, unlike 

her many stillborn ideas. 

 Diana’s reluctance to be edited did mean that quite a large part of 

my work as her agent, was managing her relationships as well as her 

finances with her publishers. 

 However, when she embarked on her career, she had little option 

but to go along with her editor’s comments. Her first publisher was Marni 

Hodgkin at Macmillan, a distinguished editor who discovered Robert 

Westall and Jill Paton Walsh, amongst others. Highly intelligent and 

intellectual from a family of Nobel Prize winners, she had no problem in 

understanding Diana’s work. But she herself had written detective stories 

and so she hated loose ends. Diana particularly disliked having to tie up 

“loose ends”, if she did not feel they were relevant to the story or added 

anything to it. 

 The ending of THE OGRE DOWNSTAIRS was a particular bone of 

contention. Marni became obsessed with the fate of two pink footballs 

that featured briefly in an earlier chapter and just when Diana thought she 

had the book ready for press, these had to be attended to yet again. 

 

(May 21st, 1973) 

 

"Dear Laura, 

 If you have already sent the OGRE off to America, you’re going to 

be even more exasperated than I was by the enclosed. The moment I 

saw Marni on Thursday, she said she’d sent me a letter about the pink 

footballs. When I got the letter, I found they had rewritten the last 
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page for me, putting in the damned footballs. I suppose I could have 

said to take them out again, but, as they stood, they were a minor loose 

end and I’d agreed they were before I realised what it entailed. 

Anyway here is Marni’s page, which I hope you’ll be able to substitute 

for mine. If you’ve already sent the OGRE off, it can’t be helped and I 

am terribly sorry.”  

 

Thereafter we always called editorial fiddling of this kind a “pink football”. 

 

 Every book involved negotiations over changes though Diana 

managed to hold her own in most cases, but things came to a head with 

CHARMED LIFE. 

 

(May 10th, 1976) 

 

 “As for CHARMED LIFE, I’ve just returned that to Marni cut into 

strips and stuck together again. She really excelled herself this time. 

When I came to look, there were inane comments pencilled on every 

page. I had to send her the carbon copy altered so that she wouldn’t 

realise I’d ignored nine­tenths of it – and I felt all the swearing I’d done 

at the pencil comments would somehow come out as heavy blue 

splodges. It really was maddening. I suspect I haven’t heard the last of 

it, just like THE OGRE.” 

 

 However, Diana told me that Marni wrote to say the book was much 

improved and didn’t ask for any more changes! I cannot help wondering 
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whether Marni realised what had been done and took it as a hint to back 

off. You can see the chopped up manuscript at Seven Stories and it is hard 

to believe that anyone could be taken in by it. But I’ve never had the nerve 

to ask Marni. 

 As personalities Diana and Marni got on, and there was no question 

that Marni “got the point of Diana” which at that time many other 

publishers did not. Even so, Diana was always nervous about what she 

might be asked to change when she delivered a new book. But for all their 

arguments, I think Diana recognised that Marni did help her in some 

ways. I was amused some years later when Diana half in jest said she was 

grateful to Marni for being strict with her about plotting, when her 

nephew began to question her closely on ARCHER’S GOON. 

 Sometimes, my function was to give moral support to Diana when 

she had editorial meetings with her publishers. By the 1980s Diana had 

changed publishers and moved to Methuen. Her second book with them, 

FIRE & HEMLOCK, was a modern day reworking of the ballads of Tam Lin 

and Thomas the Rhymer, and demanded a lot of its readers. It was very 

different from ARCHER’S GOON, which Methuen had previously 

published, and they were nervous it was too challenging, and would 

alienate most readers. In order to discuss their proposed changes (which 

were largely cuts and explanations), Diana went to Methuen’s offices and I 

joined them for lunch. This is the letter that Diana sent me afterwards: 
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(February 6th, 1984) 

 

“Dear Laura,  

 I thought you might like to see the result of last Wednesday’s 

marathon. It was pretty appalling and by the time you arrived I was 

feeling quite shell-shocked – I had a feeling I hardly said “Hallo” I was 

so busy being jolly and obliging, and trying to be firm underneath. It 

seemed to pass off without ill-feeling, though the actual changes – as 

always – are pretty minor. 

 And it was marvellous to have your sane observations for the 

second part. You slid us over at least two major niggles Miriam would 

otherwise have spent half an hour on. Not to speak of briskly letting 

them allow me the horse at the end. Anyway, as you can see, the 

ballad headings have worked out very happily indeed. The book is 

secretly so close to Tam Lin that the problem was usually not to find 

the quote that fitted, but to choose between the three that did. My 

main regret is that the Tam Lin/Thomas the Rhymer layer is now 

emphasised at the expense of the rest, but it can’t be helped. And I 

rather hope the general marathon might have acted as a deterrent in 

future.” 

 

 It wasn’t quite the end of editorial arguments, but as Diana and her 

editor, Miriam Hodgson, got to know each other, Miriam understood 

Diana’s work better, and Diana appreciated her editorial help. She was 

the editor who spontaneously asked Diana to cut out the addition to the 

beginning of CART & CWIDDER requested by Marni Hodgkin, and 
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restored it to Diana’s original draft. This earned Diana’s undying respect! 

Perhaps more surprising, Miriam embraced HEXWOOD (acknowledged 

even by Diana’s fans to be a complex read) with minimal editorial 

comments. 

 I hope I’m not making Diana sound precious or unreasonable – if an 

editorial suggestion showed an understanding of what she was trying to 

say, then she was open to doing further work. Most of her relationships 

with editors, even if they had arguments at times, were close and long 

lasting. Over 30 years in the case of the two editors she had at 

Greenwillow, her American publishers. 

 One of the most delightful aspects of representing Diana was getting 

a letter from her, particularly if it described an Authors’ event. Here she 

describes receiving her Carnegie Medal Commendation for DOGSBODY: 

 

(October 21st, 1976) 

 

 “Last weekend I went to Buxton and received a certificate, which 

John says – rudely and accurately – looks as if I’ve succeeded in 

swimming a hundred yards. It was actually rather fun… Robert 

Westall of THE MACHINE GUNNERS proved to be a flamboyant 

schoolmaster. He was told to speak for a maximum of 15 minutes. He 

spoke for forty – which – as John pointed out, is the time of a school 

period – and was in fact very amusing and interesting and full of 

sound things. Though he was in a blue funk and I was feeding him 

French cigarettes to chain-smoke beforehand, you wouldn’t have 

known when he started to speak. The librarians enjoyed him 
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thoroughly.” 

 

 When Diana was dogged with illness during the 1990s, naturally 

there were fewer letters of this kind, as she did not travel much, and in the 

periods of better health she concentrated on her writing. 

 

 However, there is this delightful account of a visit from Studio Ghibli 

to Bristol when they were planning the film of HOWL’S MOVING CASTLE. 

At that time the Director was a Mr. Hosoda , who was later replaced by 

Hayao Miyazaki himself. 

 

(November 14th, 2000) 

 

 “Many thanks for the green tea bags. They were a great help – 

and I needed help because my computer once more translated all 

communications from Studio Ghibli into Greek. I had to email Steve 

Alpert, who seems to be the only one who comes out in Roman script. 

Despite the electronic sabotage, they all arrived (except the industrial 

spy they had with them, who was replaced by a most flamboyant 

professional guide, who wore two watches, one platinum and one gold, 

a red plaid waistcoat, a wide-brimmed hat and a frockcoat with silver 

buttons – and with all these aids was impressively efficient). They 

were all extremely nice. We had a rather splendid tea party – in which 

the official translator and the guide were almost as hard at work as I 

was, because it turned out that their main reason for coming here was 

to grill me about the localities that had inspired me to write Howl’s 
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Moving Castle, which they intended to go and look at. It was 

surprisingly difficult to drag these out of my head. I realised I don’t 

work at the conscious level that they do. 

 But by asking astute questions, they got me to admit to Exmoor 

(where you can look down into chimneys from the moor) and Lyme 

Regis and Portishead, whereupon even the guide was slightly 

disconcerted to discover that young Mr. Hosoda, the director, required 

an instant change of itinerary and an expedition to Dorset. Meanwhile 

the guru-like Mr. Suzuki, the Producer, was also shooting 

philosophical questions, even harder to answer, together with keen 

enquiries about the characters. The only person who didn’t take part 

was the script writer, who didn’t have a word of English and looked as 

if she had a cold – and didn’t seem to welcome the idea of looking at 

moors, poor woman. And naturally there were photographs, though 

Mr. Suzuki claimed to be no expert and had some trouble with his 

camera, which kept snarling at him. Everyone laughed a great deal. 

All in all it was a most interesting occasion. And Mr. Hosoda ate a lot of 

cake." 

 

 Another reason why Diana travelled less was her notorious travel 

jinx. I am not sure when it started but it was already going by the late 

1970s. This ranged from the usual train breakdowns, to a particularly 

bizarre one where a man jumped off a train, because he was on the wrong 

one! It reached a climax when she flew to Ireland to promote THE 

MERLIN CONSPIRACY and the entire Air Traffic control system closed 

down. 
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 I’d like to end with her classic description of taking part in a 

disastrous author event, which of course includes the travel jinx. 

 

(July 31st, 1984) 

 

 "You asked me for some account of the Knight Books caper in 

Scotland. It was all somewhat dreamlike, with touches of nightmare – 

vast luxurious hotels with marble staircases, full of salesmen in suits 

… and bewildered authors, each with his or her bearleader. Mine was 

a young lady who clearly didn’t think I was up to much and sat 

disapprovingly sideways-on to me all the time, like Britannia on a 

coin. And Giles Brandreth ..stood on his head in front of several 

hundred Scottish booksellers and Assorted Personalities. At this 

particular gathering I was approached by an elderly lady who 

dragged at my hair, saying it was bound to come off – (it seems she was) 

an all licensed Personality who once wrote a comic strip in the 

Glasgow Herald ….And next day our bearleaders took us to shops, 

where, I discovered, we were supposed to sell our wares. This was 

where my young lady really took to sitting sideways. I first drew a 

very upmarket bookshop with almost nobody in it at all, and then the 

Glasgow equivalent of WH Smith on a Saturday afternoon. This last 

was in a busy shopping precinct and my pitch was exactly equidistant 

(about five feet) from the musac outlet, the escalator and two of those 

kiddy slot-machines that pretend to be spaceships and helicopters. We 

had to clear away a display of deckchairs first, the manager being 

busy arresting shoplifters, and I hadn’t a chance against this 



© Laura Cecil 2014 

  

opposition. Never again shall I pass by a young lady in a department 

store trying to give me free samples of cheese or scent. I now know 

what it feels like – though they probably don’t usually get as hoarse as 

I did. ..John says that I talked in my sleep the night I got home, 

repeating piteously, “Nobody came!” It wouldn’t surprise me to find 

the other writers did too. After that everyone went away in aeroplanes 

except me, and my train broke down twice. If they suggest a repeat, I 

shall decline, but I hope they don’t try. The thing deserves to be 

unique.” 


