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         Author’s Note 

         This is essentially a personal memoir of the 25 extraordinary years that DK enjoyed as an independent publisher. I set out to capture not just the essence of the company – the pursuit of excellence, the quest for the new, the drive to succeed – but also the shared sense of communal endeavour, and fun, which so many of us enjoyed in the best times at its coalface. It is, of course, just one person’s perspective. 

         I kept no diary (alas) during my three decades with DK so, although this is a work of non-fiction, it relies for the most part on my memory, and therefore any failings of that untrustworthy mechanism are my responsibility. 

         Nor did I make contemporaneous recordings of conversations. Much of the quoted dialogue, therefore, cannot be read as verbatim duplication, and some of it is self-evidently invented. Likewise, some stories have grown a little taller in the retelling, and some events have been compressed for the sake of brevity or narrative effect. A few characters have been disguised under fictional names. But in all this I have sought to represent an essential truth. 

         On a personal note, I would have liked to include many more of the individuals who contributed in some significant way to DK’s success – they run into the hundreds – but as I approached this task, I realised that the greater the number of names I listed, the more painful the sins of omission would become. To all of you who might feel aggrieved by this decision I offer my apologies. 

         Naturally, I will be happy to consider any amendments, exclusions and corrections for whenever the revised/condensed/enhanced/mass market/large type/and Folio Society editions of this great work appear. 

         Christopher Davis, London, 2009. 

      

   
      
         1 – Bad Night at the Union Hotel 

         A grisly Frankfurt dawn was battling through the threadbare curtains and seeking purchase on the grimy orange carpet. A barking dog had taken up residence inside my head; my tongue resembled its blanket. As another avalanche of empty bottles cascaded into the belly of the garbage truck in the street below, I was reminded that I had stayed for at least five Rieslings too many in the bar of the Park Hotel, one of the most populated late-night watering hotels during the annual book fair. Publishers, editors, agents, authors, illustrators, photographers, art directors, publicists, production heads, marketeers and sales directors, printers and packagers, patrician elders and arriviste wheeler-dealers, corporate accountants, captains of industry, conmen, cowboys, inveterate dreamers and perpetual no-hopers gathered here or in the slightly more traditional atmosphere of the Frankfurter Hof after their dinner engagements to bray and brag and laugh and leer and, through the misty excesses of their alcoholic intake, reaffirm, to themselves at least, that their place on the great wheel of publishing fortune was secure for another year. Frankfurt was the tipping point, the Oktoberfest of the book world, at which – or so I was led to believe – the future could be staked, won, lost, or merely held at bay. Concepts were pitched, synopses circulated, advances touted, deals bartered, co-editions contracted, promises airily made, and everywhere the cries of ‘I’ll get back to you’ rose to the rafters of the hangar-like halls on thermals of hype. 

         Alas, I was not waking in the cool Egyptian cotton of the Park Hotel. I was sweating in the skiddy nylon sheets of the Union Hotel, a starless establishment in the impoverished heart of the city’s red light district. Across the road was Meier Gustl’s Cellar, a once favoured haunt of American GIs, which featured a brass band of portly gents in lederhosen and bogbrush hats whose repetitive oompah oompah boomed through the windows of the hotel until the early hours. If that were not enemy enough of sleep, the curtains were too skimpy to keep out the flashing neon sign of Dr Muller’s Sex and Gags Shop, which even now was beaming its on-off technicolour greeting directly into the room. Sex and Gags was a 24-hour business. 

         I was not alone in the room. The budget of Dorling Kindersley, a newly hatched company, did not run to luxury of any kind. There were only four of us on this initial venture to the book fair in the autumn of 1975: the two founders, Christopher Dorling and Peter Kindersley; Caroline Oakes, who was Christopher’s partner and had responsibility for foreign rights; and myself. We had travelled from London in a VW camper van, meandering cross country through the battlefields of northern France, avoiding the autoroutes for as long as possible. We wanted to give ourselves time to recuperate from the midnight-oil madness of the previous weeks when the company’s first titles had to be readied for press and a portfolio of future projects prepared for presentation at the fair.  

         By the time we hit the maelstrom of traffic hurtling down the autobahn into Frankfurt I was accustomed to having Peter Kindersley as my roommate, and to his idiosyncrasies of the night. In one of the puritanical fits of zeal to which he was prone, he had recently decided to forswear alcohol and tobacco, and as a consequence he tended to retire early to bed, at least early by my standards. He was a man with a purpose and a vision. Not for him the booze and loose-tongued banter of the late-night bar crowd; after a soothing herbal tea he enjoyed the untroubled sleep of the virtuous, and neither Meier Gustl’s thunderous brass nor Dr Muller’s winking neon, nor even the clanking of the all-night trams or the sodden shouts of the city’s derelicts, could penetrate his dreams of empire or ruffle the map of his imagined world on which the flag of Dorling Kindersley fluttered from every conquered territory. Total World Domination was his mantra, and though we, his colleagues, may have mocked him for its Führer-like associations, we didn’t doubt how seriously he meant it. 

         Unfortunately for me, the corollary of Peter’s early bedtime meant that he would arise refreshed in the hour before dawn, before a sparrow had even contemplated farting, to undertake his yoga and meditation routine. On this particular night I had badly mistimed my return from the bar. Stumbling into the room, after experiencing some difficulty fitting the key into the lock, I tripped in the dark on the edge of the carpet and crashed my knee against the iron frame of the bed onto which I then collapsed with an attack of the hiccups. I was trying to suppress this outbreak when I became aware of the figure on the bed opposite. Peter Kindersley was standing on his head. This so took me aback that I involuntarily released a loud hiccup followed by a sonorous burp. 

         Jeez, I’ve blown it now, I thought, when I had recovered sufficient composure to creep across to the basin to brush my teeth. That spells the end of my beautiful career. But when I returned to my bed and slid under the covers, Peter was still impassively motionless in his yogic position (Frog Greeting the Dawn). Maybe, I wondered, he’s in such a trance-like state that he wasn’t even aware of my chaotic return. On which optimistic note, I fell asleep. 

         A few minutes later, the telephone rang. 

         ‘Bloody hell,’ I muttered, sitting bolt upright in bed. ‘Who can that be?’ 

         Peter didn’t move. He was now in a different position (Heron Bending in the Wind). I reached over and picked up the receiver. There was a distant cacophony of voices and clinking glasses. Then a throaty, 40-a-day American voice was wheedling in my ear. 

         ‘Hey, honey, why d’ya disappear? Come on out and play…’ 

         Oh God, I thought, this is turning into a night I want to forget. But how do you forget what you can’t remember? 

         The fog of my sojourn in the bar was beginning to clear. This had to be someone I will call Marcy Buttbaum, a generously proportioned rights director from one of New York’s publishing behemoths, celebrated for her appetite for younger males, an appetite that seemed to increase at every passing book fair as she sensed the onset of her sell-by date. I remembered that the crush in the bar had resulted in our being wedged into a corner where she had taken advantage of the situation to thrust her deeply tanned cleavage under my nose. I had needed an escape route, almost impossible in that crowded space until the moment came when Marcy turned to accept a light from the barman. I had slid off my bar stool and hurried back to the hotel. 

         Evidently she was not to be denied. 

         ‘What are you doing, honey?’ 

         ‘Doing? I was trying to sleep.’ 

         ‘Sleep?’ she shouted. ‘Who needs sleep at Frankfurt?’ 

         ‘Shh!’ I said, as quietly and urgently as possible. 

         ‘Why shh? Is there somebody else there?’ 

         ‘Er, yes, there is as a matter of fact.’ 

         ‘Well, I must say,’ said Marcy in a frosty voice, ‘if I’d known you had someone all snuggled up waiting for you…’ 

         ‘No, no, you don’t understand. It’s not like that at all, not that kind of relationship,’ I said. 

         ‘Whadd’ya mean? You pick up a hooker on the way back?’ 

         ‘No, for God’s sake. I’m sharing a room with a colleague. A male colleague.’ 

         I looked apprehensively over at Peter’s bed. He was still gazing impassively at the wall ahead, though he had slipped into another position (Snow Falling on Monkeys). His big toe was hovering close to the light switch. 

         ‘A man! Oh my God! I might have known it. You’re just another of those typical British public school products, weaned on whadd’ya call it – spotted dick and sodomy. You all grow up to be wankers or spankers, usually both. Keep your uptight little ass polished for your friend.’ 

         ‘Marcy, for Christ’s sake, it’s my boss.’ 

         ‘Better yet, kid, you’ll make it all the way to the top once he’s made it to your bottom.’ 

         ‘No, no, no. We’re a new company. We don’t have the budget for single rooms…’ 

         But Marcy had rung off, to prowl for more submissive meat in the Frankfurt reserve. 

         Now I had opened one eye, after a brief and fitful sleep, to be confronted by the ghastliness of the room and the embarrassments of the night. I wondered if Peter would mention the disturbances I had caused. I wondered, again, if he had even noticed. I decided to wait it out before mentioning anything or offering an apology. These ruminations were interrupted, however, by a sudden burst of feverish activity across the room. Peter was striding round the perimeter walls in his pyjamas, stamping furiously with his bare feet. 

         ‘Cockroaches!’ he roared. ‘Legions of them! Bastards! Kill, kill, kill!’ 

         After some minutes spent slaughtering the invertebrates, Peter decided to take a shower to remove the carcases from the soles of his feet. Unfortunately, the Union Hotel’s idea of an ensuite bathroom was a basin against the wall and a shower placed like a telephone booth in the middle of the bedroom. The latter was, predictably, imperfectly sealed, so that as he doused his feet under the steaming jet, spouts of water sprayed from the top corners of the cubicle to form four puddles on the grimy orange carpet in which I could see, in the flashes of neon light, the enfeebled waving of a host of cockroach legs. 

         Waving but not drowning, I thought. I wonder if I can say the same of myself. Or the company. Will Dorling Kindersley need to be as indestructible as a cockroach to survive its first Frankfurt Book Fair? 
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         Christopher Davis and Christopher Dorling loading the Kindersley camper van that transported us to Frankfurt for several years. 

      

   
      
         2 – Spreads on the Bed 

         As I eased myself out of bed and picked my way through the insect carnage to the washbasin, I felt the disinclination of my limbs to obey instructions. It was like taking a reluctant dog on a walk. It wasn’t just the self-inflicted excesses of the Frankfurt nightlife that had wiped me out; it was the cumulative effect of the past nine months when I, like everyone else at our tiny fledgling enterprise, had worked round the clock to establish the company. We had faced numerous obstacles, but we had made it, by a whisker. The finished books were now in place, ready to be unveiled. The rest of the staff back home could take a few days off to recuperate, but the four of us in Germany faced a gruelling five days of wall-to-wall meetings – presenting, persuading, negotiating, and, most wearying of all, walking the floors of the huge halls in search of new customers. 

         Frankfurt is not the healthiest place at the best of times. In October, when the autumn mists rise from the river and mingle with the traffic fumes and the gritty output of the industrial smokestacks, it seems to be transformed into the European Centre for Snotty Diseases. The influx of thousands of publishing folk from all corners of the globe into the unventilated halls rapidly promotes the spread of some debilitating virus, so that it becomes commonplace for meetings to be punctuated by eruptions of sneezing, snuffling and expectorating. Those suffering from Frankfurt Flu are not comforted by having to wait in long lines, usually in the rain, for one of the city’s taxis. If you have a dinner date only ten minutes away by cab it is wise to set out an hour ahead. In fact, you have to stand in line for everything – ten or fifteen minutes for a beer or a Sekt, then five or ten minutes to get a stall in the loo. And in those days (it has improved somewhat since) the food available on the concession stands would never have found its way onto a health guru’s menu – rolls of white bread stolidly filled with sausage, ham or cheese and, least appetising of all, a bowl of greenish broth in which a knackwurst lurked like a crocodile, commonly referred to as Turdensuppe. For those in need of fibre and essential vitamins, the Frankfurt Book Fair was a wasteland. 

         Before venturing out into that wasteland, however, we had to convert the hotel bedroom into a semi-civilised space. No easy task. With the telephone kiosk shower in the middle and the sodden carpet around it, it would always resemble a condemned refugee centre. But, in 1975, the funds did not extend to renting a stand at the fair itself. This grotty room had to serve as the showplace for our first printed titles and the dummy presentations of forthcoming projects which Peter was already laying out on his hastily made bed. He and Christopher planned to meet with the major customers here while Caroline and I would venture into the fair and round up others to make the pilgrimage to this mangy hostelry. 

         ‘Now listen,’ he was saying as I struggled to pull on my trousers without falling over, ‘your job with Caroline is to target the Americans in Hall 5 and persuade them to come down here. I’ll give you the list of names. The big chiefs are usually gone after a couple of days so you’ve got to hit them early. Got it?’ 

         ‘Yeah, sure.’ 

         ‘And once you’ve ticked off all the Americans, I want you to tackle the major European markets. You won’t get them to come here. But you need to take a spare set of materials with you and see if you can make a breakthrough into at least one of the big publishers in each country. You’ll have to do a lot of foot-slogging, so I hope you’ve got the energy.’ 

         He gave me an old-fashioned look as if to remind me that my nocturnal activities would have to be kept in check. I busied myself with my tie. 

         As I closed the bedroom door behind me, I ingested the charms of the Union Hotel. No carpet softened the slate-grey floors of the corridors, no pictures brightened the walls. A few low-wattage bulbs shed a spectral light onto the piles of dirty linen outside each room, while the air thrummed with the lingering afterburn of the morning’s ablutions. How could we possibly persuade the presidents and vice-presidents of the great Manhattan empires to leave their comfortable shag pile and venture, chequebook in hand, into this remnant of the Stalags? 

         Peter Kindersley was unfazed by this. So confident was he in the strength of his own ideas, he deemed it would be the Americans’ loss not to make the journey. 

         ‘Don’t take no for an answer,’ he had said, jabbing at my chest with his finger. ‘They know they might miss out on something if they don’t come. We have let the key players know that we wouldn’t have left Mitchell Beazley and started a new company unless we had some special projects up our sleeves.’ 

         In this he was right. MB was only six years old by this time yet its reputation in publishing circles was fairly substantial. James Mitchell and John Beazley had left Nelson in the late ’60s to launch their company, and taken two other colleagues with them – Peter Kindersley as art director, and Christopher Dorling, by training a cartographer, to assist James with sales. While Mitchell was the vibrant, charismatic character at the forefront of the company, Beazley worked quietly in the background on production and in making contacts in the city. The genius in MB’s early books, however, lay in the revolutionary art direction, in which Peter played a conspicuous part. There was a complexity on the page that hadn’t previously been seen in illustrated reference books – more expensive to produce for sure, but the company proved that these costs could be offset by pre-selling co-editions to multiple markets around the world. James Mitchell was masterly at the latter, employing a technique that combined charm and ruthlessness in equal measure. A foreign publisher would enter the sumptuous suite at the Park Hotel in Frankfurt where MB displayed their wares, and before he realised what was happening, would find that one of his hands was clasping a flute of champagne while the other was twisted up behind his back as he was “persuaded” to accept an outrageous deal. 

         MB created several landmark books in those first years including Hugh Johnson’s World Atlas of Wine and The (mould-breaking) Joy of Sex. But the relationship between the founding quartet soured when Mitchell and Beazley promised Dorling and Kindersley shares and then abruptly withdrew the offer before selling off a slice of the company to VNU in Holland. Thereafter Christopher and Peter were always looking for an exit. It came in the summer of ’74 – they left separately, but it was no surprise to hear that they had subsequently teamed up and had visited Frankfurt that year “undercover” to test out a few ideas. They needed to be covert because James Mitchell was unforgiving to anyone who left his employ for a competitor. The prospect of Peter and Christopher setting up a rival venture set his adrenaline in motion, and for years afterwards we at DK found ourselves at the wrong end of his attempts to discredit us, both with customers and with the press. 

         He failed. And he failed principally because the book ideas with which DK was able to arm itself were by and large strong enough to withstand his assault. For years Peter had tried to persuade Mitchell to produce a really practical guide to photography. This was the burgeoning age of the SLR camera, and nothing existed on the bookshelves for the consumer apart from the rather arid, sparsely illustrated, semi-academic tomes published by Focal Press. James just couldn’t see the market for a more populist approach. 

         Fortunately for us, the rest of the world could. The Book of Photography by John Hedgecoe was the ace in our pack that Frankfurt, the trump card in our dogged efforts to gain an entrée into the European markets. Caroline and I walked onto the stands of the major houses like mendicants; they didn’t know who we were, and they’d never heard of Dorling Kindersley.  

         ‘Nous sommes un packageur nouveau,’ I stammered to the publisher at Larousse, who eyed me suspiciously as I attempted to disencumber myself from the art bags that hung from my shoulders like panniers on a donkey. But as soon as we opened the bags and produced the dummy spreads, the implicit disdain in his demeanour morphed into surprise, surprise into curiosity, and then into admiration. He wanted to do business. After several such encounters, we knew we had a global winner. 

         It is probable that what impressed these publishers more was the evidence that we were not just one-trick ponies; there were other projects in the portfolio that caught the eye. These were not anonymous “packaged” books; they were properly authored works of reference, created according to the principles laid down by Peter and Christopher at the outset – namely, to build a backlist with authoritative names and to ensure that every title was produced to the highest standards of design to give it a cutting edge over the competition. 

         At the end of the week we drove away down the autobahn in exhausted triumph. We had enticed enough big American publishers to brave the hinterland of the Union Hotel to secure orders on the key titles, and the many miles that Caroline and I had covered as we targeted the French, German, Dutch, Italian, Spanish, Scandinavian and Japanese stands had been rewarded not only with a sackful of business cards but also enough genuine interest that could be followed up and converted into sales. At the same time, there was no denying that Frankfurt had done us in. Sleepless nights in the hotel, plus stress, bad diet, streaming colds, stomach flu and, in my case at least, toxic quantities of alcohol and cigarettes, had rendered us almost catatonic. The kilometres on the autobahn slipped by in a haze. We peeled off in the early evening and trundled into Luxembourg where we found a haven in a rural inn with a welcoming fire and a simple warming supper of freshly caught trout. We slept like dogs beneath voluminous duvets, puffed up to envelop one like clumps of towering cumuli. 

         For myself, sleep did not entirely knit up the ravelled sleeve of care. In the morning I woke to find the pillowcase coated in clusters of ringlets, not from some phantom maiden in my dreams but, shockingly, from my own head. Aghast, I stood in the shower and watched the water struggling to escape through what looked like a beaver dam of pubic hair around the plughole. Was this payback time, I wondered, for my impulsive gesture in July when, after watching Arthur Ashe, the epitome of cool, demolish Jimmy Connors, the epitome of brash, in the Wimbledon final, I had dashed to my local Fulham hairdresser and demanded a styling to match my hero’s? Now my Afro was blocking a drain in Luxembourg. I’ll never know the cause for sure, there was no satisfactory diagnosis when I returned home, and in any event my locks were fully restored a few months later. But one thing is certain – mentally, physically, emotionally, Frankfurt 1975 was the most punishing experience. The subsequent upside was that it hardened all of us to face whatever slings outrageous fortune might hurl in our direction. 
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         Of the first crop of DK titles, John Hedgecoe’s book was the star performer. It became a million-seller. 

      

   
      
         3 – Mistress of Wine 

         It had been a hard decision for me to leave Mitchell Beazley to join the embryonic Dorling Kindersley. The former was well established and brimming with expansionist conceits. Among other things the company was about to embark on The Joy of Knowledge, a hugely ambitious multi-volume encyclopedia. On a personal level I felt reasonably optimistic about my chances of progressing within the editorial hierarchy. And besides, the winter of 1974 was one of deep national discontent, an unpropitious time to start a new publishing venture. It would mean transferring from an ocean liner to a sailing dinghy in very troubled economic waters. 

         On the other hand, Christopher and Peter had initially hired me to join MB, and it was with them that I had worked for two years rather than with James Mitchell. And, although I had been counselled by others that putting your faith in Peter Kindersley was akin to putting your head into a lion’s cage, my gut instinct was to ignore this. For some reason I did trust him. And there was one crucial factor in his favour: he was a man with a powerful creative and commercial instinct for new publishing ideas. As I mulled over the dilemma of whether to stay or go, it came to me that, apart from James’s new obsession – The Joy of Knowledge – the breakthrough concepts at MB had grown rather thin on the vine recently, and there was a certain complacency in the fact that they were falling back on repetitive formulae. What Dorling and Kindersley were offering was both new and refreshingly different. In the end, that clinched it. Follow the vision. 

         There were a couple of immediate downsides to swallow – a drop in salary and a change of location. Of the two, the latter was the more unpalatable. One of the incidental pleasures of being at Mitchell Beazley in the early ’70s was its location in the heart of Soho. The offices were a buzzy place to work, the company was inclined to throw parties at the drop of a hat, my colleagues were highly congenial, and the semi-bohemian raffishness of the area’s bars, clubs and eateries was a source of constant stimulus to those imbued with the cheerful hedonism of the time. Now Peter was telling me that the headquarters of the new company were located in the back bedroom of his South London home, a terraced house in an unremarkable street miles away from the sybaritic watering holes to which I was accustomed. It might have been Outer Mongolia as far as I was concerned. 

         On a freezing morning in late December 1974 I made the trek from my house in Fulham to SE11 for my first working day in the employ of Dorling Kindersley. The company had temporarily relocated from the back bedroom to a studio belonging to Peter’s brother, Richard, a few streets away. There were ten of us in all. In addition to the two principals, Caroline and myself, there were three other escapees from MB – Roger Bristow, Jackie Douglas and Sheilagh Noble – while Bridget Morley had been hired from Reader’s Digest. Linda Nash had already been working for some months as a designer on the first projects, and there was an editor from the West Country in place who was reputed to have specialist knowledge of photography but who seemed to be in a semi-permanent state of disrepair from fights with his ex-wife’s boyfriend. He didn’t last long and in his place we took on David Reynolds from Time-Life. Over the next few months various freelancers were added to the mix so that soon there was a struggle for desk space, the kettle, the copying machine and the solitary loo. 
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         Outside the Kennington studio, 1975. Back row, from left: Roger Bristow, Derek Ungless, Bridget Morley, Sheilagh Noble, David Reynolds, Peter Kindersley. Front row, from left: Jackie Douglas, Christopher Dorling, Caroline Oakes, Christopher Davis. 

         Kennington in those days was a culinary desert. Our choices at lunchtime lay between a dismal hostelry that served what we called Tortoise Pie and Chips, a suspiciously empty curry house, and a Greek Cypriot establishment whose reheated moussaka was reckoned to teem with enough salmonella to poleaxe a horse. It therefore suited me very well that one of the first titles on the list, The Taste of Wine, allowed me to spend a good deal of time away from Kennington with the author. 

         Pamela Vandyke Price MW was a formidable lady who lived alone in a battered high-ceilinged flat on the first floor of a South Kensington terrace. She had decided that I, as well as being her editor, was, with my limited expertise in the subject, the perfect model for the intended readership of her book, and she would therefore experiment on me as if I were a pupil in the master class she was about to give. She would blind-test me on wines and elicit my untutored opinions. 

         Two mornings a week at 10 o’clock I would ring the bell of Pamela’s flat, climb the gloomy staircase and wait for her to open the door. This sometimes took several minutes as she had to manoeuvre the line of empty bottles which stretched back from her front door along one side of the hall passage, round the living room, and then back along the other side of the hall and into her kitchen. If the front door was opened too quickly and knocked over the first bottle in the line, it set in motion a disastrous domino effect. The first time this happened it created such a racket that the ancient occupant of the flat above emerged in an alarmed state onto the landing, while at the same time the resident of the flat below was thumping angrily on the ceiling with a broom. 

         Pamela was in a fluster; she hated untoward disruptions of her daily routine. I did my best to calm her while crawling round her apartment to retrieve the bottles that were rolling hither and thither across the uneven floorboards. The problem was compounded by the discovery that not all the bottles were empty. She was in the habit of collecting the dregs to create, over time, a culture of vinegar. Thus there were several bottles in various stages of maturation toward the culture she called “Mother”, a large and slippery tongue of frothy substance. Now I saw to my horror that one of the “Mothers” had escaped from its upturned bottle and was slithering across the kitchen floor. 

         ‘Oh, prudent be!’ shrieked Pamela. ‘That’s taken months to grow. There’s nothing for it but to chuck it.’ At which point she scooped up “Mother” in a dustpan and dropped it in the sink where it slipped down the plughole like an eel under a rock. 

         After this episode I was extremely circumspect on my visits to the flat, carefully keeping to the centre of the hallway for fear of disturbing even one soldier in the ranks of the bottle army. 

         Once settled in the living room, Pamela would offer coffee and we would spend the next hour discussing the structure of the book, how she was progressing with a particular section, and the delivery schedule. Sometimes Bridget Morley, in her capacity as art director on the title, was there too to elicit Pamela’s views on the design of the book and to talk through the practical details of illustrating her text. There was no clock in the room and Pamela didn’t wear a wristwatch, but she seemed to have an unerring goose-like gift for knowing when the magic hour of eleven had struck. 

         ‘Now,’ she would say, parking her manuscript on the side table, ‘time to turn our attention to the grape.’ 

         And with that she would stride off to extract a bottle of white from the fridge. Concealing the label from my vision, she would uncork the bottle and pour a slug into a couple of glasses. I recalled the section she had recently submitted on how to judge a wine by its colour and its nose before tasting it; she had been particularly severe on the subject of having clean glasses to hand to be able to judge the former properly. 

         ‘Hold your glass up to the light, dear, and tell me what you see.’ 

         What I saw and what I said I could see were rather different. The particular glass I held up was mottled with heavy thumbprints and its rim edged with smears of lipstick. Furthermore, Pamela’s windows looked as if they hadn’t been cleaned since VE Day, and against the dismal backdrop of the February sky it was almost impossible to detect any quality of light or colour in the wine. It could have been pee, for all I knew. 

         ‘Maybe it has a slightly straw-like colour,’ I hedged. 

         ‘Tip-top!’ clapped Pamela. ‘Oh, I can see you’re going to be a very promising pupil. Now swirl the wine round in the glass, sniff deeply, and tell me what scents it conjures up. It could be cinnamon, it could be almonds, it could be citrus, it could find an echo in innumerable associations from your memory bank of smells. It’s vital to be honest and spontaneous in your tasting notes when you first encounter a wine.’ 

         I buried my nose in the glass. My honest, spontaneous reaction was that it reminded me of the family labrador’s blanket with overtones of Pamela’s lipstick. 

         ‘A hint of stable perhaps?’ I offered tentatively. 

         ‘Sable, did you say?’ squawked Pamela. ‘Oh, how wonderful! I’d never thought of that, but now you mention it…’ 

         ‘No, sorry, I said stable. I thought it was a natural association with the straw colouring.’ 

         ‘Hmm, I’m not so sure about that,’ said Pamela, taking another sniff, ‘but let’s see about the taste.’ 

         I took a gulp and swilled it around my molars. Yuck. The wine had a cloying edge to it. Not what I wanted at eleven in the morning on a nearly empty stomach. 

         ‘Well?’ enquired Pamela. 

         ‘I’m not sure,’ I replied. ‘Maybe it will grow on me.’ 

         ‘Have a drop more,’ said Pamela, refilling my glass, ‘and let’s see if it does.’ 

         I stoutly tried to find virtues in the bottle but for the moment they escaped me. I felt I might appreciate it better with food, or even after food, an opinion with which Pamela concurred. 

         ‘It’s from the Jura,’ she said. ‘The straw colour is a giveaway. Now let’s try something else.’ 

         And so the ritual was repeated, but fortunately for me the next bottle was a bone dry white with a flinty crispness to it. 

         ‘Now, Christopher dear, do you think this was grown on a north or south-facing slope?’ 

         ‘South?’ I guessed. 

         ‘Absolutely right. How did you know? And was it grown in chalk or clay soil?’ 

         ‘Chalk?’ 

         Again I was right. 

         ‘But do you like it?’ asked Pamela. ‘That’s the key question.’ 

         ‘Yes, I do. Very much.’ 

         ‘Excellent. Let’s finish the bottle and then you must go.’ 

         And so it was that, twice a week, towards the end of the morning, I would stumble out into Queen’s Gate, starving hungry, bemused, half-cut, my head reeling with the myriad associations Pamela had summoned up in her increasingly fanciful attempts to define the characteristics of the wines we sampled. 

         ‘Do you detect saddle soap in this one, dear?’ was a typically far-fetched example. 

         No, I was tempted to reply, but I can detect the backside that last sat on it. 

         Usually I was carrying Pamela’s latest chapter under my arm, which she insisted had to be edited and couriered back to her hairdresser by the following afternoon, when she would read it while under the dryer. By the time I got back to my desk I was in no state to bring careful consideration to her prose, which, apart from being chaotically organised, was written in a breathless style that badly needed doctoring. I would have to tackle it that night if I had sobered up enough; if not, it would mean facing up to it in the cold light of dawn. Either way I knew it would do my head in, trying to turn her manuscript into a text fit for a reference book. 

         I will, however, always remain indebted to Pamela Vandyke Price. She taught me the value of honesty in wine appreciation, to ignore reputation and received wisdom while simply learning to distinguish which styles of wine one really liked. Her influence opened up to me a whole new world of tasting pleasures. 

         
            [image: ]
         

          

         Books on wine were a growing trend in the 1970s, but the sales of Pamela Vandyke Price’s title didn’t scale the heights we were expecting. 

      

   
      
         4 – Ashes and Diamonds 

         Aside from The Taste of Wine, there were two other books being worked on during those first months in the Kennington studio – the aforementioned Book of Photography by John Hedgecoe, and The Origin of Johnny. All three were moving ahead well in terms of their design, but the same could not be said of the texts. John Hedgecoe’s photographs were ideal for demonstrating to amateurs how to raise their skills to a more professional level but, although he knew what he wanted to say about technique, composition and so forth, he was frustratingly unable to articulate it on paper. In the end we were obliged to hire Adrian Bailey as an amanuensis to work with him, but by then the schedule on the book was way off track. We had been hoping that, like the other two projects, it would be delivered in time for Christmas 1975. 

         
            The Origin of Johnny suffered from different but equally threatening convulsions. Nigel Calder, the author originally contracted, had delivered a manuscript which Peter Kindersley claimed was unacceptable. He was sacked. In his place Malcolm Ross Macdonald took up the challenge, starting again from scratch. It was a tough call to get the tone and level right, explaining the story of evolution from the Big Bang to the here-and-now of a young boy, and even tougher when working against a much shortened deadline. 

         Then, one morning in the summer, everything was thrown out of whack. A phone call came through from John Marshall, the UK representative of the Dutch printers, Van Leer, with whom all three titles had been placed. Peter and Christopher took the call, then disappeared outside for some time. When they returned to the studio, they asked us to gather round. 

         Christopher spoke. 

         ‘I’m sorry to say that we’ve got some rather bad news to report. We have just heard that Van Leer’s reproduction house in Amsterdam was completely destroyed by fire last night.’ 

         A terrible silence filled the room. We all knew at once what that meant. The illustrations and photographs for our first three books were being reproduced at this plant and as we were by then well advanced into the production schedules, a high proportion of each title’s images would have been in Amsterdam. It threatened the very existence of the company. 

         ‘Completely destroyed, did you say?’ someone asked. ‘Nothing at all to be salvaged?’ 

         ‘Totally burnt out. It was an old building with an arched gateway that proved too narrow for the fire trucks to get through. All that remains is a heap of twisted, charred machinery.’ 

         ‘That does it,’ said Peter. ‘We’ll never get these titles out on time. Might as well close down the company and start again.’ 

         Surprisingly for someone who was usually the most positive and determined of the group, he seemed to be the most defeated by this disaster. For a while, the rest of us were too numb to speak. But then a spirit of defiance began to creep in. Maybe it was possible to duplicate what we had lost. Why should we all have worked such punishing hours to be thwarted by this random Act of God? 

         ‘You know, I really think we shouldn’t give up,’ I said. ‘We haven’t lost everything. It just seems like it right now. It’s time that is against us more than anything, finding replacement pictures in short order, re-commissioning artworks, and getting them reproduced…’ 

         ‘I’m sure we can enlist the support of the photographers, illustrators and picture agencies,’ said Bridget. ‘They wouldn’t want to see a promising young company go under.’ 

         Gradually everyone warmed to the challenge, and chipped in with practical suggestions. All except Peter. He seemed to feel that the world had conspired against him, that it was all over with his bright new venture. 

         ‘Somebody show some initiative,’ he said. ‘What we need is a drink.’ 

         Hours later we were mostly legless. Collective despair had been replaced by collective determination, until finally we were banded together in a mush of sentimental togetherness. Juliet Kindersley had helped Peter home. I followed shortly afterwards. He was conked out in a chair. 

         ‘Oh dear,’ wailed Juliet. ‘Do you think that’s the end of everything? It would be heart-breaking.’ 

         ‘No, it’s not the end,’ I said. ‘Peter may not realise it yet but the rest of us have decided we are going to rescue the situation. We’ve all made a commitment to this company and we are damned if we are going to let all the work we have put in for the past six months go to waste. So tell him, when he wakes up, that the fat lady hasn’t even arrived at the theatre yet...’ 

         Memory has erased most of that summer of 1975. It is a blur of long hours and late nights. Page by page we replaced or re-commissioned the images lost in the fire. The support we had from artists, photographers, picture researchers and their agencies was simply tremendous. Gradually the shrinking schedules were clawed back. There was still a chance of delivering two titles for autumn publication, though not The Book of Photography. 

         In the midst of this recovery period we somehow moved the company from Kennington to King Street in Covent Garden, where space was opening up after the market’s relocation to Nine Elms. At least it was a step closer to civilisation, although in those uncertain days when the whole area was threatened with demolition and redevelopment, there was only one wine bar. Later, when the Piazza had been saved from destruction, they sprouted like mushrooms as the lofts and warehouses filled up with all kinds of creative enterprises. That was our first slice of overdue good luck – to land in a part of London that would become one of the most attractive places to work in the whole city and which we would inhabit for the next quarter of a century. 

         Recovering the lost ground on the fire-damaged books was a formidable task. At the same time we had to invent new projects for the following year and therefore prepare presentations to raise funding at the upcoming Frankfurt. 

         In those days books on the subject of the ancient world and the early civilisations were perennial bankers. Peter Kindersley had been determined to uncover a new angle on these topics, and in Jacquetta Hawkes had found an eminent archaeologist who had always wanted to write a book revealing, as she described it, ‘what was happening at the same time as what’. Her aim was to discuss whether new civilising developments in technology, culture and society in different parts of the world were spontaneous or whether they occurred as a result of contact or influence spreading from elsewhere. She was grateful for the opportunity to develop this idea in a graphically illustrated volume, though Michael Sissons, her agent, was extremely reluctant at first to entrust one of his prize authors to work with an unproven packaging outfit. 

         Jacquetta Hawkes and J.B. Priestley lived in a handsome period house on the edges of Stratford-upon-Avon. It had previously been occupied by Sir Bernard and Lady Docker who, in the 1950s and ’60s, had been a byword for vulgarity among the über-rich. The hallmark of their taste became clear soon after we arrived for lunch and were ushered into the book-lined study where J.B. Priestley stood mournfully puffing on his pipe. 

         ‘What’ll you have to drink?’ he enquired without much enthusiasm, and then opened a panel to reveal a cocktail cabinet concealed behind the fake books. 

         ‘I don’t think them Dockers were what you might call lovers of literature,’ he growled in his lugubrious Yorkshire voice. 

         Lunch was a somewhat stilted affair. We tried to make use of our time with Jacquetta to reach an accord on the structure and schedule of the book while simultaneously struggling not to be distracted by the sight and sound of J.B. Priestley slurping his soup, which, at every quivering spoonful, threatened to douse his yellow tie. As he only wore yellow ties, I imagined he must have a whole rail of them in his wardrobe, each one decorated with variegated patterns of soup stains. 

         ‘What shall we wear today, sir?’ enquires the loyal manservant. ‘Will it be the Vichyssoise, the Minestrone, or the Split Pea? Or perhaps the French Onion will go well with your brown tweed jacket?’ 

         Jacquetta by contrast was rather stiff and formal. Not many jokes there. Some years later, having read her account of her courtship with Priestley, I tried to imagine the pair of them having sex in a box at the theatre and wished I had known of those encounters when we met them. Priestley didn’t seem to have a lot of fun left in him, and had retreated into grumpy generalisations about all the ‘clever, dull young men’ working in the arts in London. We came away feeling that he might have been tarring us with the same brush. 

         Our next trip in search of an author could not have been more different. I had mooted the idea that we should create a practical illustrated guide for all those wannabes who were dreaming of the good life – baking their own bread, brewing their own beer, raising their own livestock on a smallholding, etc. Peter said at once that there was only one man for that – John Seymour, who had already written two engaging narratives on living off the land in Suffolk. We discovered that he had moved to a 60-acre Welsh farm near Cardigan, and made arrangements to visit him. We decided to make a mini-break out of the trip. Linda, my wife, came along, as did Juliet Kindersley and some of her menagerie of animals, including a couple of dachshunds, a cat, and a tortoise lodged on the rear window shelf of the car which crapped down the back of my neck. This didn’t ease the discomfort I was already feeling from having smashed my coccyx – a foolish episode in which I had sailed down a children’s slide in the dark after a bibulous dinner party and flattened my arse on the sun-baked ground. I was now obliged to sit on a rubber ring at my desk and then here in the back of this overcrowded Ford Granada. Peter Kindersley was not a relaxing driver, a risky mix of aggression and inattention, and his erratic cornering when we reached the winding roads of West Wales threw me around on my ring like a wrecked sailor on a life raft. 
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