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Tunnels: The Writing Process and Inspirations Behind the Story

By Roderick Gordon, coauthor with Brian Williams

How Did the Relationship Start?

Bri and I first met in 1980 at University College, London, probably in the third-floor bar in the Students Union in Gordon Street, where Thursday nights were a saturnalia of cut-price cocktails (mainly industrial strength White Russians) and loud music. I was doing a degree in Biology with a group of people with whom I felt I didn't have anything at all in common (Ricky Gervais included); the majority were new to London and were more than a little wowed by the bright lights. I had also become thoroughly frustrated with my course of study, which seemed to be treading over ground I had covered before, and I tried, unsuccessfully, to switch to the medical school to train to be a doctor.

Bri was at the Slade and part of an eclectic and colorful crowd who seemed to know how to enjoy themselves, and with whom I found I had much more in common. I remember that when Bri and I first got talking we both seemed to be tuned into the same music, films, and literature (and women), and rapidly became close friends.

Following university I had no idea what I wanted to do next, so I took a series of temporary jobs such as at George Harrison's Handmade Films, in addition to a variety of short spells with much more prosaic businesses. I eventually ended up in London, gravitating toward private equity corporate finance, while Bri remained dedicated to his art—painting and drawing, with frequent exhibitions where we would catch up. He often joked that I had "sold my soul to the devil," but I could tell that he meant it seriously.

Over the period of twenty years, from 1983 to 2003, when we managed to get together, we found we still had an ability to generate an incredible number of ideas for stories, films, and screenplays. We always said that one day we would cooperate on writing some comedy material together, particularly as Bri had and still has a number of contacts in the field. He had moved from painting to doing installation performance and experimental film work, and this also took him into working on films (Alex Cox) and for television (with Charlie Higson on Randall and Hopkirk).

In 2001, I was made redundant, and found that I was both incredibly angry and utterly despondent at the same time. As I didn't have to spend my life in the office, Bri and I were able to see much more of each other. In 2003, we wrote a film screenplay together, and, as it was such a painless and rewarding process, we decided to embark on a second project, although we hadn't made up our minds what it was going to be. 

My wife, Sophie, had listened to a Radio 4 literary program in which the likes of Philip Pullman and GP Taylor were featured, and suggested to us one night that we write a book for children. Bri and I debated the suggestion later that evening in my sitting room, but neither of us was taking it terribly seriously. However, after I described my concept of a young teenager with an obsession for archaeology who would dig huge underground excavations, Bri began to relate everything he knew about the Edge Hill Mole. 

In the eighteenth century, close to where Bri grew up in the Edge Hill district of Liverpool, a successful local businessman called Joseph Williamson had his workforce tunnelling magnificent underground follies (see www.williamsontunnels.com/story.htm). As soldiers returned home at the end of the Napoleonic Wars, he employed increasing numbers of them in what could be considered to be a philanthropic act, as there was widespread unemployment at the time. The digging continued apace, and there are tunnels large enough to drive a coach and horses through, and even evidence that there was a banqueting hall that King George IV is supposed to have visited, although much of the network has yet to be re-excavated. (When we later researched Joseph Williamson, we also found references that he had fallen under the sway of a mysterious religious sect, sowing the seeds for the Styx in our books.)

But to go back to that evening in my sitting room, Bri told of an incident he recalled when workmen, while they were digging up the road, knocked through and found a secret street, cobblestones and all. We immediately combined the idea of Will Burrows with the secret street, and it became our germinal image for the story. From that instant on, the plot for Tunnels rapidly took shape, becoming our sole focus for several years. 

How We Worked on the Book

We came up with a framework for the whole Will Burrows' saga, which grew to such length that we realized we might need four or five books to tell it. Then we reigned ourselves in and concentrated all our efforts on the first book, discussing each chapter as we got to it. Once we were both happy with the ideas for the chapter, I would run off a first draft on the computer, and then Bri would take it away and pick over it. 

We have very different ways of working; I need to have the text on the screen, with the facility to change it quickly to experiment and get it right. Bri only works in hard copy, either revising the drafts on the page or rewriting the whole section in longhand. This process meant that the text crossed between formats, from PC to longhand and back again, innumerable times until we both felt it was right. We both believe this way of working means that, firstly, any complacency or over-indulgence is quickly quashed, and, secondly, that one has the advantage of examining and re-examining the prose from "many different angles," as it were, and mining it for what we are really trying to get across to the reader.

Naturally, the process of working together means that we both have to be happy with the end result, and there is, of course, compromise along the way. We strongly believe in what William Burroughs termed "the third mind," almost as if the sum of two minds can create a piece of work that is a product of a separate consciousness. We often joke when we look back at the book that neither of us can remember exactly who wrote what! 

The enduring image we both have of the hot summer of 2004 is Bri outside in the garden sitting at a table with a panama hat on his head to shield him from the sun as he scribbled away, while I sat inside at my PC in my small and gloomy study. Ironically, it was sometimes the simplest scenes in the story that were the most problematic, and it could take us days to agree on a final version.

We would test the dialogue between ourselves, Bri reading one character's part and I the other, to make sure it was as naturalistic and efficient as we could possibly get it.

We also strove to make each scene as visual as we could—to the point that a film director could pick any page from the book and picture exactly how we saw it. As part of the writing process, the appearance of the different characters and the various environments were sketched by Bri, so that we both had much more than just a mental picture of how they would look. A number of these pictures were included in the self-published version.

Ancestral Influences

My great-great-grandfather William Buckland (1784-1856) is widely recognized as one of the forefathers of geology, and in 1824 named the first dinosaur, the megalosaurus, even though the word dinosaur itself hadn't been yet been thought of. William Buckland also coined the name Coprolite, which we use in the Will Burrows' books. 

William and his son, Frank Buckland, are rather unfortunately all too often remembered for their bizarre culinary antics. They have the reputation for single-mindedly trying to eat their way through the animal kingdom, from field mice on buttered toast, sampling the remains of elephants recovered from a disastrous fire at the Elephant House at the London Zoo, and soup made from stewed bluebottles. I don't know if there is any truth in the story, but William Buckland is supposed to have swallowed the embalmed heart of King Louis XIV, with the words, "I have eaten some strange things in my time, but never the heart of a king."

William Buckland, who became Dean of Westminster, tried throughout his life to reconcile his scientific observations with his religious beliefs. Last year, after a William Buckland 150th Anniversary Symposium, I was asked by Jim Kennedy, the curator of the Oxford University Museum of Natural History, to lay a wreath on his grave!

William Buckland's daughter, Elizabeth Oake Gordon, wrote a book called Prehistoric London—Its Mounds and Circles, which was also a great source of inspiration. Others in my family tree include RD Blackmore (1825-1900), although I have to admit to never having got through the whole of Lorna Doone, Matthew Arnold (1822-1888), and, less well known, the theologian Philip Doddridge (1702-1751).

Copyright © 2007 by Roderick Gordon and Brian Williams. All rights reserved.
