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NB:  We wish to send the Newsletter by 
e-mail to as many members as possible.  
If you are happy to receive it by e-mail 
rather than by post please inform the 
Hon. Secretary at robin.brodhurst@pangcoll.co.uk  
 
PLEASE NOTE ALSO: We welcome feedback 
regarding the Newsletter and what 
you expect of it.  Please tell us either 
by post or by e-mail: 
 

1. How the Newsletter might be improved; 
2. Whether you would like it to contain more book reviews; 
3. Whether you would like it to include a list of dates of seminars (as, for  
       example, the Society for Nautical Research Newsletter does). 

Please remember to notify the editor of any items that you feel should be included, 
including new publications and relevant conferences.  If you have had a book 
published please tell the editor about it, so that it can be noticed here. 
 
 
Books by Members: 
 
Roger Knight, our senior vice-president, published The Pursuit of Victory: the life 
and achievement of Horatio Nelson (Allen Lane, Penguin, 2005). This splendid  
book won the Mountbatten Maritime Prize for 2005 (The British Maritime 
Foundation), and the Duke of Westminster’s Prize for Military Literature for 2006 
(Royal United Services Institute) and the Anderson Medal for 2006 (Society for 
Nautical Research). It was also short-listed for the James Tait Black Memorial prize 
for biography, and has been selected by the Chief of Naval Operations, U.S. Navy, for 
the Navy Professional Reading Program, a mandatory reading list for all naval 
officers. A copy is thus on board every commissioned U.S. warship and in every 
American naval establishment. 
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Also Published: 
 
Charles W. Koburger, RUM and RAKI: War in the Eastern Adriatic 1937-1945 
(2003). Typescript format.  By a retired captain in the U.S. Coast Guard. 
 
Andrew Welch, The Royal Navy in the Cod Wars: Britain and Iceland in Conflict 
1958-1976  Liskeard: Maritime Books (2006)  £29.99  ISBN1 9044 5923  1 
Captain Welch was a bridge watchkeeper in the frigate Charybdis during the Second 
Cod War, and writes with authority and insight of the Royal Navy’s three attempts 
between 1958 and 1976 to protect this country’s traditional distant water fishing 
grounds from encroachments by Icelandic trawlers.  In this book, described as ‘Highly 
recommended’ in a review published elsewhere by Rear-Admiral Guy Liardet. 
Captain Welch has comprehensively filled a gap in the historiography of the Royal 
Navy.  A detailed review of this book, written by Dr. Eric Grove, appeared in Navy 
News, January 2007, pp. 44. (To order the book: mike@navybooks.com) 
 
 
www.upso.co.uk/anthonywilson 
Please note that copies of Anthony M. Wilson’s groundbreaking biography of 
Admiral James Saumarez, The Happy Warrior, noticed in the last Newsletter, can be 
ordered direct from the publisher at the above web address.  Unfortunately, this was 
not made sufficiently clear last time.  
 
 
 

Richard Ollard: obituary by Stuart Proffitt 

 
(Reproduced by kind permission of the writer and The Guardian newspaper). 
 
Richard Ollard, who has died aged 83, was a scholar of distinction, but for most of his 
life outside any academy; a book editor of extraordinary discernment and high 
standards; and a historian, mostly of the seventeenth century, of a great understanding 
and literary skill. On first acquaintance he could seem donnish and austere, but those 
who knew him well found a wonderful sense of fun and a surprising love of gossip. 
He was exceptionally and naturally courteous, on paper or in person, and never 
condescending to those less intelligent or well read than himself (which was most 
people).  He was born to the intellectual purple: his father S.L. Ollard, was a Fellow 
of St. Edmund’s Hall, Oxford and a Canon of St George’s Chapel, Windsor, author of 
one of the earliest histories of the Oxford Movement . Ollard was educated at Eton, 
where he was a King’s Scholar, and where he acquired a familiarity and ease with 
Latin and Greek, especially Greek, which is now very rare and which remained with 
him for the rest of his life. (When he later came to write an affectionate history of his 
old school, An English Education (1982), some Old Etonians expressed surprise that 
he could portray it as a temple of scholarship.)  At the age of 19, he joined the Navy 
as a rating, stationed aboard HMS Victory at Portsmouth - his poor eyesight excluded 
him from any more active posting - where he was befriended by James Callaghan, a 
few years older. Ollard, not entitled to a ration until he was 21, remembered fondly  
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how Callaghan would share his grog with him. They remained friends for the rest of 
their lives, and Ollard attended Callaghan’s 90th birthday party at 10 Downing Street. 
In 1943, after learning Japanese, he was sent out to Colombo to intercept signals from 
the Japanese fleet.  In 1946 he went up as a scholar to New College, Oxford, where he 
was taught by Alan Bullock (fifty years later he would be one of the first readers of 
Bullock’s final masterpiece Hitler and Stalin) and David Ogg, who instilled in him 
the love of the seventeenth century which was later one of his two principle fields of 
study. In 1948 he took up a post a lecturer at the Royal Naval College at Greenwich, 
where he taught very happily until 1959. The history of Britain and the sea would 
become the other main theme of his writing. 
 
     It was when he joined Collins in 1960 that he found his true metier. He was one of 
a group of exceptionally able editors, including Mark Bonham Carter, Michael Walter 
and Philip Ziegler, who he could respect (if by no means always agree with) and who 
together were just about strong enough to stand up to the titanic force of Sir William 
Collins, then in his prime as one of the most formidable publisher-proprietors of the 
age. As a commissioning editor, Ollard had an unerring eye for the straight alpha. He 
brought to the firm, among many others, Veronica Wedgwood , introduced the 
English-speaking world to Fernand Braudel by publishing The Mediterranean and the 
Mediterranean World in 1972, and identifed younger scholars such as N.A.M. Rodger 
(The Wooden World, 1984) who would go on to become leaders in their field. For 
Collins’ paperback imprint he was the editor of the Fontana Library, the only serious 
rival in its day to Penguin’s Pelican series, and with Jack Plumb as general editor 
commissioned the Fontana History of Europe (including outstanding volumes by John 
Hale, Geoffrey Elton, Olwen Hufton, John Elliott, the young Geoffrey Parker and the 
even younger Norman Stone) which forty years later remains the most convincing 
multi-volume history of the continent and to which it has reliably introduced 
generations of students. Many other outstanding historians, including John Grigg, 
Hugh Trevor-Roper, Charles Boxer, and Raleigh Trevelyan, benefited from his advice 
and became his friends even if he was never formally their publisher. 
 
    His record as a publisher of fiction was if anything even more remarkable: he 
commissioned Patrick O’Brian’s first Aubrey-Maturin novels at the beginning of the 
1970s, and remained O’Brian’s editor through to the end, long after he had retired; 
Ollard was one of the very few whose opinions that brilliant but difficult man would 
listen to. O’Brian’s now much celebrated series has been called the best historical 
roman fleuve in the English language, and at one point he was Collins’ top-selling 
author. Ollard published all Michael Frayn’s early novels and recognised, from the 
beginning of her career, the talents of Sybille Bedford, editing her landmark 
biography of Aldous Huxley (1973/4) and three novels, including the Booker-
shortlisted Jigsaw (1989). Most importantly of all, perhaps, he brought to the firm the 
woman many regard as the finest of all post-war English novelists, Penelope 
Fitzgerald, with Offshore (1979), which went on to win the Booker Prize (two 
subsequent novels were also shortlisted for it). 
 
     The relationship between writers and their editors, at least if those relationships are 
fruitful, is generally a very private one which is difficult for outsiders even to observe, 
and few other than the principles know what such relationships really consist of. At  
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their best, an editor can give a writer a sense of who he or she is writing for and help 
to bring their best work out of them, by a mixture of encouragement, sympathy, 
appreciation and prodding. This is exactly what Ollard was able to do – as well as 
give commentary of tremendous scholarly reach on any historical text put in front of 
him. But his approbation had to be earned: fools and laggards were never less gladly 
suffered. On one occasion he wrote to an eminent historian who had offered a further 
round of excuses for non-delivery of a book, ‘Your letter would no doubt make a very 
sympathetic impression on a nature less susceptible than mine … ’ On another I 
tentatively suggested to him, when we were discussing the extensive oeuvre of a 
lauded biographer, ‘I think he’s only written one really first class book.’ Ollard didn’t 
need to ask which book I meant, but simply said, ‘Would you call that a really first 
class book?’  
 
     In parallel to his publishing life, Ollard was pursuing his career as a historian. His 
first book, a gripping account of the escape of Charles II after the Battle of Worcester, 
was published in 1966. He followed it with an original, scholarly biography of the 
Restoration admiral Sir Robert Holmes (1969), and a notably humane overview of the 
English Civil War, This War Without an Enemy (1976). His two masterpieces were 
his biographies of Pepys (1974) and Clarendon and his Friends (1988). Well into 
retirement, he was asked by A.L. Rowse to write his biography: though Ollard might 
easily have been repelled by Rowse’s showmanship and self-aggrandizement, he 
thought him unjustly looked down upon by the academy, and produced a memorable 
warts-and-all portrait A Man of Contradictions (1999), two years later also editing 
Rowse’s acerbic Diaries, which he claimed, with perhaps a touch of exaggeration, to 
be in the Pepys class.  
 
     In all his books Ollard’s approach was not, in the modern way, to try and build up 
a portrait or narrative by a gigantic accumulation and ordering of details, but to try to 
penetrate to the heart of the matter, to say directly what he thought was the essence of 
a situation or individual. He believed that the reader goes to an historian not simply 
for his researches, but for his judgement. Ollard had a strong and supple mind, and he 
was able to express his ideas with grace, and frequently, wit. In Fisher and 
Cunningham  (1991) he wrote of Admiral Jacky Fisher: ‘One of his favourite 
quotations was the fine epitaph of one of Nelson’s captains “Death found him 
fighting.” Death would have had to take careful aim indeed to find Lord Fisher in any 
other posture.’  Death did not quite find Ollard fighting, but there is no doubt that few 
twentieth century men of letters so successfully fought in life to create and encourage 
what is really first class.  He was awarded the Caird Medal by the National Maritime 
Museum in 1992 and won (jointly with Norman Lewis) the Heywood Hill Prize for a 
lifetime’s contribution to the pleasure of reading in 1998. (Two of his authors, 
O’Brian and Fitzgerald, had won it before him and Frayn was to follow.) He was a 
Fellow of the Royal Societies of Literature and of Antiquaries, and he derived 
enormous pleasure from being a member of Brooks’s. In 1954 he married Mary 
Riddell; they lived for many years in Blackheath and retired to Dorset, a house just 
underneath the Golden Cap, where he rode every day until nearly 80. She survives 
him, with two sons and a daughter. 
 
 


