











































































































































































































inception occurred in 1988, the seventieth
anniversary of the Armistice. The Independent,
Faulks” employers at the time, sent him to
Flanders with some veterans to write about
the event. The reaction among his fellow
hacks somewhat surprised him. They could-
n’t think of an assignment more dull, a
reaction that was echoed when he told
fellow writers that he planned to write a
novel about the trenches: “Actually meeting
these veterans, talking to them, holding
their hands and going with them to the
cemeteries brought it home to me that the
First World War was not so very distant.”
Faulks became more fascinated with the
subject as his research progressed. In total,
he made three trips to the Somme battlefield,
each of about three to four days. Armed with
a 1916 map of the trenches, he walked back-
wards and forwards until he had the
geography of the region etched on his mind.

MONUMENT

Another place he visited was the extra-
ordinary monument at a village called
Thiepval. About the size of Marble Arch,
every inch of this structure is covered with
the names of British soldiers: not of those
that were killed, but of those men that
were never found! Though not usually a
superstitious man, Faulks filled a jar with
soil from the battlefield and placed it on
his desk during the writing of Birdsong for
good luck.

One event that certainly aided the
writing of the novel was Faulks” departure
in 1991 from the Independent on Sunday,
where he had become deputy editor.
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Sebastian

EAULKS

BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF BIRDSONG

THE FATAL ENGLISHMAN
—————— Three Short Lives

It was followed by The Fatal Englishman (1996), a
study of three very different men who died young.

Although his early days on The Independent
had been wonderfully exciting (he met
his wife, Veronica Youlten, there — they
married in 1989), his promotion to the
newly published Sunday paper coincided
with a drop in its circulation. Internal
disputes between the two newspapers
became so fraught that Sebastian landed
on the sick-list with an ulcer.

It’s an ill wind you might say, especially
when you consider that Faulks was given
a year’s salary and now had the free time,
which he used spectacularly well, to write
Birdsong. “For the first three months after
I left I couldn’t stop laughing,” he says,
“I was so relieved to be out of the place.”

The one problem he had was finding
a place to write the novel. The arrival of
their first child made it too noisy at home,
so Sebastian made arrangements to work at
his brother’s house nearby in West London.
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