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RHOMA  

January 21, 2015 

Writing and Writers 

I am not sure if they still bring coal to Newcastle or even if 

Newcastle still uses coal.  But in historical terms the old adage of 

“Bringing coal to Newcastle” amply describes the idea of talking to 

you today about writing.  It strikes me that talking to professionals 

whose life was preoccupied with writing in all of its manifestation is 

akin to the idea about bringing coal to Newcastle.  

 But there are a few minutes to fill in order for your chicken to stop 

flapping and your beer and, courtesy of Mr Kohler, cheap wine or 

should I say cheaper wine,  to settle and so I must say something 

hopefully intelligent to an audience that should be all experts on the 

art of writing.  

I would point out that my last comment illustrates what writing is 

all about.  I could have left it at “cheap wine” but in deference to Mr 

Kohler I said “cheaper wine” which has a wholly different context.    

I confess that when I arrived on the banks of the Rideau almost fifty 

years ago writing still had its classical definition of putting pen to 

paper and making sense of things of which readers needed some 

measure of enlightenment.  That was until I had the good fortune to 

work with a lady by the name of Mary Q. Dench.  We later 

suggested that the Q stood for “Quarrels” and it is fair to say that 

“Quarrels was both her name and her philosophy.”   

When Ms Dench discovered I was from Newfoundland her first 

reaction was that English was my second language.  Her task then 

became one of correcting the many years of bad teaching by persons 
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who did not believe that the letter “H” had any relevance in the 

English language. 

This she did with both alacrity and showed no mercy on an early 

occasion when what I thought was a fine piece of exposition about 

events on the Malay Peninsula came back from her office looking as 

if Colonel Sanders’ chickens had revolted.  

The historical context for this was that the Commonwealth Division 

was a geographic one and our job was to try and keep our 

irrepressible High Commissioner in Kuala Lumpur, John Hadwin, 

under some measure of control.  Many of you will remember that 

this was no easy task for someone new to the ways of Foreign 

Affairs. 

John was demanding Ottawa support the Malays as they sought to 

keep the Singaporeans within the federation.  At the time the CAF 

were trying to sell outmoded CF-86 Sabres and John thought they 

would make a fine gift for the Malays.  I must have had some 

measure of success as I seem to recall the F-86s ended up in Turkey.  

In any event Mary was as close to a teacher of English I ever had.  

Her rules of structure started with the word and slowly moved up 

the mountain side to such things as phrases, sentences and 

paragraphs and, voila, a whole document.   

Mary is no longer with us in body but as slovenly habits of age and 

authority intrude on my writing, I can easily recall Mary’s cardinal 

rule that what we wrote was our own personal legacy.  It was not 

whether we were able to stop   the attacks on the royal family of 

Ruritania by the Swiss Conspiracy.  
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Since those heady days of the late 1960s and especially since 

retirement I have seen writing as the quintessential legacy of my 

professional live.  One of the joys of retirement is you can 

immediately or attempt to, share your writing with the world where 

the critics are less merciful than Mary Dench ever was.   

The offset, of course, is in doing so you carefully cultivate the 

moderate self- deception that your experiences, ideas and views may 

be of some relevance in our phantasmagorical world.  But as most of 

you also know members of the Canadian Foreign Service have never 

been known for their modesty. 

My experience is that I have developed a set of observations on post 

retirement writing that may be of some relevance to those of you 

still thinking about entering this world of moneyless work.  I should 

emphasize that I am largely talking about non-fiction writing 

although some of you would suggest that much of what I write is 

fiction.  I leave that discussion for an evening at the Fart and Groan 

on Clarence Street.  

Let me leave you with my observations. 

The foremost observation of course is that if you want to write, than 

write. There is nothing that will get you a rejection or even silence 

from editors and publishers than you offering ideas for articles or 

books that you intend to write.  If the editors and publishers are 

kind, a rare event, they might go so far as to say “fine,” let me have 

your piece once the words are on paper. Until that happens you are 

just part of the great unwashed or as we say in Newfoundland 

“you’se is from de bay boy”  

The second observation is that the more authority you can bring to 

your writing then the greater the likelihood it will be considered.  
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Being a former member of the Foreign Service might have had a 

measure of cachet a few years ago. Increasingly, however, as with 

the government itself, being a member of the foreign service does 

not bring loud hosannas and automatic approval from the reading 

public.   

So if you can surround yourself with claims of association with law 

firms, ngos or universities there is immediate and greater credibility 

for your writing. Such honorifics as senior advisor to the Bluff and 

Poof Legal Chambers; or a member of a penurious NGO such as 

End Excrement Now; or involvement with a social policy 

organization that examines the space between a dog and a fire 

hydrant will open doors that you did not think even existed. 

My third and last observation is that having written something and 

having it published then be prepared for the making of enemies that 

you did not think possible.   

More often than not any comments on your writing have less to do 

with your actual writing then the fact that you have deeply offended 

someone or some group.  These persons or groups immediately 

assume that you are part of a secret cabal of former diplomats who 

having lived of the fat of hard working Canadians for years are now 

trying to perpetuate your high life style.    

Having views on the value of a few hundred Canadian troops trying 

to turn around several thousand years of Afghan cultural and 

political traditions and you are immediately fighting the battle of the 

Somme once again.  Tell the world that there are occasions when the 

Rose Maries cannot tell one end of their horses from the other and 

the value of the Battle of Batoche to the history of Canada 

dominates your email.  And of course the granddaddy of all subjects 



 

 

Page | 5 

is to say something to the effect that the Palestinians have had a bit 

of a bad deal over the last seventy-five years and you might as well 

leave the country. 

But in all of this there is great personal pleasure in seeing your ideas 

and words dropped into the Canadian market place and knowing 

they will find as much acceptance as they find opposition.   

Even the medical profession has suggested that writing more than 

any other activity – perhaps there is one other I leave to your 

imagination - will protect your brain from the ravages of your 

earlier high living.  There is a suggestion that you will even catch up 

to Ernst Cote who recently celebrated his 101
st
 birthday by dealing 

with a nasty intruder.   

So my advice to all is to write, write and keep writing.  At least that 

may get you an email like a recent one I received.  It suggested that 

as a recent immigrant to Canada I knew little of its great traditions 

and public life.  It went on to say Mackenzie-King made a terrible 

mistake when he agreed to the inclusion of Newfoundland as the 

tenth province some sixty-five years ago.   

My tempered response suggested the writer did not know his history 

very well.  With tongue firmly in cheek I wrote it was not an 

accident that union happened at one minute before midnight on 

March 31; this was done by Newfoundlanders so that mainlanders 

did not know it was an April Fool joke.  I have not yet had a reply.  

Thank you. 

  

   


