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I have a somewhat troubled relationship with literature. To understand this, and how it would 
otherwise seem to scupper the very premise of the 51st Ogg-Cast, I have to give you some of my 
distant history. It will be very long, even by my standards, and it will turn into a bit of a rant. Even 
so, do bear with me.

I have never read The Hobbit, or Lord of the Rings. I have never read any of the Song of Ice and 
Fire series, I have never read any of the other books that will be featured in the 51st Ogg-Cast 
either. The simple truth is, I've never liked reading.

Back when I was at primary school, I was fairly indifferent to reading, I found it mildly amusing at 
best. Most of the time it was just something I had to do out of duty rather than pleasure, because at 
the end of every term I'd have to write a book review of whatever I'd read that term, as part of 
English lessons. Some of it must have had a lasting impression because even now there are books 
that I remember reasonably well from those days – most of those, though, will be because of 
arbitrary details. I know I read Whizz For Atoms, one of the Molesworth series of books that has 
plenty of fans to this day; I remember it mainly because the spelling was deliberately diabolical. I 
remember The Phantom Tollbooth, which also has many admirers, I remember bits and pieces like 
the dog with the clock in its body and the edible letters, though nothing of its plot. I remember what 
I think may have been a collection of folk tales, some of which will have been Welsh, as the book 
was called The Red Dragon. I want to find it to only confirm that The Ugsome Thing (a recurring 
theme I remember was "The Ugsome Thing was very angry and he gnashed his barley sugar teeth") 
was one of those tales. All of these I'll have read between 1987-89 or so, while I was at primary 
school. Some of these I had good memories of; those I didn't will have long since been lost in the 
mists of time.

Enter then, Mrs Frisby and the Rats of Nimh, circa 1989, which has always stuck with me for a very
different reason. To this day I consider it fortunate that it was the last book I ever had to write a 
review for at primary school; what I will forever remember is that it was so interminably long and 
tedious that it took me two terms to read and I had to split my book review in half. It signed the 
death warrant for any interest I had in reading novels.

At primary school I was consistently top of the class in everything except history. That's not just me
blowing my own self-aggrandising trumpet, it was the truth. My school reports to back that up may 
still exist somewhere. Furthermore, I was a year ahead of where I should have been, and I'm a July 
birthday on top of that, which could and should have put me at something of a disadvantage; the 
oldest of my classmates, if I can call them that, were nearly two years older than me (i.e. those born 
in September 1977 versus me in July 1979). In some ways, that didn't show; come maths, 
geography or French, it mattered not (unless it was history, as I said) - I'd be beating them all. But in
other ways, it did show – that I was still nine years old when I left amongst those who had almost 
all turned eleven was very hard to hide.

In 1989, I switched schools. My new secondary school was further away, was expensive, and I had 
a reputation to keep up, even if I was going to be realigned with those the same age as me... or at 
least, less than a year older.

I still remember what my mum told me that summer, as I was turning ten. These were the words she
used. "Don't expect to be top dog there. Don't expect to always come top of the class. You're 
swimming with the big fish now."



I took this to mean that I would have to be operating on a level of someone much older than ten – 
maybe fourteen or fifteen, because, it was strongly implied, everyone else around me would do. I 
would have to take an enormous step up in maturity, slaughtering the sacred cows of childhood en 
masse and without mercy.

While I was in single figures I practically lived in a dreamland. No idea why, I just... did. I had an 
imagination so wild and vivid that writing stories in English lessons came so easily to me that it was
never a cause for concern – never mind that said stories were obviously the product of a nine-year-
old mind rather than one that was two years older. So, that imagination was the first and most 
obvious target to be sent to the abattoir. What I decided over that summer was, if I was to conduct 
myself with a new maturity, then from that day onwards I would deal strictly in facts. Facts, I had 
decided, were sensible, mature and grown-up. Fiction and imagination were immature and childish, 
deserving only contempt, scorn and ridicule, to be confined to the scrapheap forever.

I took my imagination, and beat it to death with a cricket bat. Then, when it was dead, I beat it some
more until it was reduced to a bloody pulp. Then I took my grandad's blunderbuss from his Royal 
Navy munitions cabinet and shot the remains. Then shot it again, and again. I filled that gory mess 
with so much lead it could have shielded the radiation from Chernobyl better than 20,000 tons of 
concrete. Still not satisfied, I poured petrol on the lead-riddled pulp and set it on fire... then dug a 
very deep hole, and shovelled the ashes into it and buried them forever.

So, how did my new-found dedication to facts help me in my new school? It still took me a year to 
get the hang of science, which I'd never done before – but I stuck at it, and you all know I'm now 
highly qualified in chemistry. My marks in English, on the other hand, plunged into an abyss from 
which they never recovered. Possibly in an attempt to arrest that slide, the teachers at my new and 
expensive school told me I didn't read enough – but I thought, what good would it do to revert to 
who I was at primary school, an old version of me who I now neither liked nor respected? If Mrs 
Frisby and the Rats of Nimh had signed the death warrant for my interest in reading, then my new 
school clinically carried out the execution by consigning me to the reading rooms on Monday 
lunchtime. There were a limited range of compulsory activities for Mondays, but I'd much rather 
have been playing chess and trying to get good at it than a desperate and ultimately futile attempt to 
enjoy reading when it was imposed on me. If that was the school's plan... it didn't work. And I'm 
still shit at chess.

I do still remember some of the books I read between, say, 1989 and 1993 – but with no fondness. 
Many of them had been random choices off the bookshelf with little idea what I would be in for; the
only good choice I ever made here was The Chrysalids, because I'm never likely to forget its 
scathing criticism of religious fundamentalism, something which was already a very sore point by 
the turn of the 90s. Some of them, as at primary school, I would pick off a prescribed list to write a 
book review, and by now none of my reviews were particularly successful because 90% of all the 
essential plot points would fly clean over my head; the book was not firing my imagination because 
there was no imagination left to fire, and all that remained was the sheer drudgery of trying to 
plough through words on a page purely for the sake of the compulsory assignment that would 
follow. Then there were those books that formed the basis of set English Literature assignments for 
GCSE: Lord of the Flies, I'm the King of the Castle, The Crucible and at least one Shakespeare play 
(obviously). At least I understood these because there was actual teaching involved, i.e. "this 
passage means X and that passage means Y and it's true because the teacher says so" rather than just
being left to my own devices to read it and miss every single point that was supposedly jumping out
at me with a flashing neon sign... that I no longer had the means to detect.



Which brings us up to the present day, and an exceptionally irritating thorn in my side that I would 
quite happily deal out the same treatment to that my own imagination was given 25 years ago: the 
invidious book snob.

I am interested – very interested, now – in the characters, plot, landscapes, locations, history and 
folklore that George R. R. Martin created for A Song of Ice and Fire. But I'm interested because I've
been watching the TV series instead of reading the books, because I know all too well than even 
trying to read the first book would not do for me what it's supposed to. I'd had the Blu-Ray of the 
first season of Game of Thrones for a year before I picked it up and started watching it. The same 
day, before I knew it, I was on episode five, it was the small hours of the morning, I'd forgotten to 
have dinner and I barely cared. The next day I bought the second and third seasons without even 
having finished the first, so much did I know I was going to get that far without hindrance. I even 
fumed at the prospect of not being able to watch the fourth series until February, because I would 
have done, there and then, taking another ten hours, had the option been available. When I'd 
finished all those, that still wasn't enough; I went back and watched all the extra bits and pieces 
detailing all the unwritten histories of Westeros that take place before the series starts, the histories 
and legends of the houses, the competing religions – as much of George R. R. Martin's world as I 
could cram into my head, I did. And none of it was via the printed word.

The first book in the series is 704 pages long. I guarantee I'd have lost every thread of the plot so far
within the first hundred. My mind would wander because it would not be gripping me the way it 
does seeing it all happen in front of me. The sets of the TV series, the mix of real buildings and CGI
that they are, have been lavishly praised for being as close as possible to what George R. R. Martin 
visualises in his head. I couldn't do that. I couldn't even begin to do that. And I know I've been here 
before; it took a lot of arm-twisting to get me to watch the Lord of the Rings films, which I finally 
did in late 2003 when they'd all been released, and the root cause was that I remember the book 
sitting on the shelf when I was at school, wondering if I'd be ordered to trudge through such an 
immense tome. What would have been a dry, uninspiring, forbidding monolith of text was 
transformed before my eyes into something spectacular; the prospect now of watching all three 
films back to back – eleven and a half hours straight – is as enticing as reading the book cover to 
cover is not.

Lord of the Rings was made into three successful films which I could overcome my initial 
scepticism to enjoy immensely. A Song of Ice and Fire should provide enough source material to 
keep the Game of Thrones TV series running into the 2020s, and I'll keep on watching for as long as
it's available. Once Ogg-Cast 51 is in the can I will head down to my local cinema to watch the third
part of... let's call it Peter Jackson's Amazing Adventures of Bilbo Baggins, which I refuse to 
condemn for its lengthy stray away from the One True Righteous Path that J. R. R. Tolkien first 
wrote as The Hobbit.

I will fight to the death any literary snob who would say that I am somehow less intelligent or from 
some inferior race purely because I cannot find any enjoyment in the books. Such an option was 
barely available to me even before the cataclysmic transformation of 25 years ago.

In fact, I will willingly batter them to death with the only book I have ever written myself, a 
weighty tome far beyond incomprehensible to anyone less qualified than me in organic chemistry – 
and you've got to go a long, long way up the academic ladder to reach that level.


