
Lockdown Letters 8 -  What are you Reading? 
 

 War and Peace or The Famous Five? 
 
One of the questions  we all seem to be asked during lockdown, apart from; Are 
you alright?,  Have you enough food ?, Does So and So deliver to home? and the 
crucial one Have you got a home delivery slot for  Sainsburys/ Tesco? and if so 
can I add on 242 items I really need ……….is what book are you are reading? 
 
This later question usually comes from a family member or friend who on their 
weekly phone call/ facetime/ zoom/ skype have been through the regular 
questions (as per above) and desperate to keep up the “I am really interested  in 
your life under lockdown” theme trawl their minds and come up with that one. 
 
It’s the equivalent of the point where meeting a friend for coffee or a pint you run 
out of things to say and as the embarrassing silence  envelopes you both, one of 
you blurts out “read any good books lately”. That’s the time for you both to drink 
up and move on.  
 
However in these times of social isolation a real life phone call, by whatever 
means, is so much better than a text or WhatsApp, that you don’t want it to end so 
when the “What are you reading?” question is asked you think and  actually quote 
a book or two that you are either reading OR and here’s the important bit a book 
you are intending to read should you ever get an enforced break. 
 
You know the sort of thing I mean, it’s that book you always meant to read or 
reread; the one you take on holiday in cases it rains the entire two weeks, the 
book you plan to read if ever you are at home  with the flue, proper flue that is, not 
just man flue or I want a day of work under the duvet flue; but it’s never actually 
the book you do pick up when you have a few spare minutes between the day job, 
the shopping , and going out to the pub for a drink with friends. 
 
Well now the old Coevid 19 and self-isolation has caught us all out  with enforced 
time at home and now the pressure is on to actually read that  damned “I always 
intended to read it but never quite got around to doing it despite my better half and 
family all telling me I had to and frankly after all this time I’m not sure I really want 
to”  Book!!  
 
These books become your Bête Noir, something which over time you secretly 
dislike and avoid. You may well have started it once but found it just too 
indigestible and that’s after a few pages with usually still hundreds if not 
thousands of pages to go. In the end they become an object of aversion, the bane 
of one's existence. 
 
My own Bête Noir in books is Marcel Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past (also 
called In Search of Lost Time). It is considered, by many scholars and critics, 
including authors I really love, to be the definitive modern novel.  



Me?  I got as far as page 73 (my train ticket dated Oct 2015 is there to remind 
me), on my second or third reading. Originally, I did get to page 200 or so when a 
student before real life (girls, beer and college disco’s) stole me away.  I still have 
the book,  I dug it out of a bookcase for this  very letter and it sits there next to the 
computer as I write, taunting me (no doubt in a French accent a la  TVs “Allo, Allo”  
saying  “Ok my Cherie, my little Rostbif, are you up to a little more reading … this 
time). No, not really, as should I wish to continue I have still 960 pages to go to 
complete it … and that’s just volume one of a trilogy bringing together all seven 
books of the series.  
 
To read it all is a mere 4,215 pages comprising 1,267,069 words. At an average of 
11 pages a day, every day that would mean lockdown would last a full year before 
I finished – life and lockdown is too short for that!  
 
So, on that basis when I am asked what I intend to read I no longer say Monsieur 
Proust. The other book I could have said, the book most of us have never read but 
apparently claim we will one day is good old War and Peace by Leo Tolstoy 
running at a mere 1,440 pages  comprising 561,093 words.  
 
In fact, War and Peace did appear in a lockdown conversation with my friend 
Keith.  In week one I rang him up in  North London to see how his family was 
coping and  we had the usual conversations about relatives, families, working 
from home or not and then in a lull in the conversation where we both had run out 
of things to say I asked the  fateful  reading question. Without any delay Keith said 
he would be tackling War and Peace in the coming weeks (he actually used the 
word tackling which is a good indication of what most would be readers think 
about the book). 
 
 I was impressed; Keith’s wife Sally is a great reader with a library much bigger 
than mine and an appetite for fiction of all types that I can only marvel at. But 
Keith is not made that way, so I was doubly impressed with his choice.  
 
“And you” he said what’s on your reading list. I knew the answer and it wasn’t dear 
old lots of words Marcel. “Science fiction for me”, I reply, “Loved it all my life and 
have a whole host of award-winning books I am dying to reread.” 
 
 And that’s what I did during that first week of lockdown – in fact award-winning 
short stories that are the best of the best of this sort of fiction. I had bought the 
books years ago, forgot the details of the plots and was keen to reread stories that 
have  become legends in such fiction.   
 
It lasted less than a week!  
 
The problem with such legendary stories of science fiction is that they are often far 
too close to real events today. Stories of the future where mankind faces a deadly 
threat from aliens invading through to stories of society out of control through such 
things as new bugs and viruses sweeping the world in a pandemic…………   



 …..sorry for me this in no longer fiction but far too close to fact! I don’t need to 
read a book about such things when I can just tune into the daily Govt Briefing. I 
wasn’t sleeping well at night thinking about our current problems – I didn’t need to 
be filling up my head with made up problems as well.  
 
I went cold turkey and stopped midway through a classic story – will the world be 
saved? I will never know and frankly don’t care until we are well out of lockdown. I 
went back to reading nonfiction books on art and history, but it’s not the same as a 
good story. What was I to do?  The answer came via another phone call this time 
with my friend John in deepest Dumfriesshire in Scotland. John, through medical 
conditions, is in isolation not even risking the two-metre rule.  We spoke of 
families, life in lockdown and got to that pause again. I broke it by asking the book 
question to get the reply “I’m re-reading The Famous Five and loving it!  
 
Now John is a serious reader - usually the classics – he had read all of Dickens by 
the time he was 16 -  me I have just managed A Christmas Carol  and  Dickens 
book Hard Times  is correctly titled as far as I am concerned. I initially thought 
John was joking and laughed.  He wasn’t and what he said next struck a real 
chord. As well as I can remember it, here’s what he said: - 
 
“We are in enough doggie pooh as it is (his words were shorter and more 
expressive) so why add to my misery by reading about other people’s problems 
and miseries (I told you he read Dickens). I’m stuck in a house  but I can still  
escape by reading good old fantasy stuff where good triumphs over evil the bad 
guys stand out like a sore thumb and crucially there are no adults around telling 
you what to do every day at 5pm in a TV briefing.   There are 21 Famous Five 
books, each one is hilarious for all the wrong reasons and the children are allowed 
to do just what they want. And that’s just what I need now as I observe the 
lockdown await my food delivery in two weeks’ time and worry about neighbours 
and friends. I need to escape and going back to my childhood for an hour or two -  
why not!” 
 
Wow, it struck a chord, the favourite books and authors of your childhood offering 
fun and games, adventure and excitement,  treasure to be found and bad people 
to fight and win against and all in time for tea  and lashings of ginger beer 
(Famous Five reference there). And all done without adult supervision, with 
parents conveniently somewhere else or taking place on holidays with forgiving 
aunts or at school with sympathetic teachers.  Then again it may be animals who 
can talk and act like humans in a world with adults who seem to take it all as 
normal (Wind in the Willows).  
 
The world of children’s literature encompasses everything, but without the boring 
problems of day to day life  and the reality of someone else in charge telling you 
what to do and you knowing you must do it.(daily Govt Briefings) In children’s 
literature you the reader are in charge, you solve the problem, become the hero 
and  as said before do it all before tea and crumpets. 
 



Now Enid Blyton is not for me but the idea had charm so off to the bookcase to 
find copies of childhood favourites either from way back in my own childhood or 
bought as new for my own children some 25 years ago. 
 

Classic authors such as Lewis Carroll, Edith Nesbit, Kenneth Graham, Arthur 
Ransome and A. A. Milne  were mixed and mingled with  more modern authors 
from Roald Dahl, Diana Wynn Jones, Alan Garner ,Geraldine McCaughrean, 
Philipp Pullman and many others forming a large pile on  a bedroom floor. Best of 
all few books are more than 200 pages in length in sufficiently large type to ensure 
you can read it in a day or two (quicker than in 10 minute bursts  at bedtime  - how 
they were originally read).  Add to that lot The Adventures of Tintin by Herge  and 
old Rupert Bear annuals and you have enough escapism to  cope with any length 
of lockdown and not a bug or virus in sight!  

 

There is a slight problem though – it’s a bit like binging out on sweets & chocolate 
and no other food, it can get all a bit sugary at times. On those occasions  I have 
turned to rereading adult fiction that  matches some of the same “all’s well that 
ends well” and “all home for tea” philosophy and have found the  Sherlock Holmes 
stories by  Arthur Conan Doyle and the books of John Buchan (39 Steps etc ) fit 
the bill nicely.  You have read them all before, know the end will be alright but 
have forgotten the details in between.  

 

And once you start on this track of  adult fiction, even more titles appears in your 
memory – as I write, Erskine Childers  “Riddle of the Sands” has popped up  
saying “Read me” in a warm southern Irish accent -  I really need to stop writing 
this letter before the list gets overwhelming! 

 

 Stay safe and enjoy what you read. 

 

 Stephen Dunn 

 

PS.  Just hours after finishing this my friend Keith rang for a catch up. I enquired 
how War and Peace was going. He laughed and said “Ahh I got as far as page 20 
and gave it up for a cricketing biography. You didn’t really think I was going to 
read it did you? Actually, now I think about it No, no chance!   

 


