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JANICE:

Hi there, I’m Janice Forsyth.  A very warm welcome to Authors Live.  How are you doing?  Fantastic.  Good to know that all is going well where you are.  Thank you so much for joining us.  We know you’ve got lots of things to do, so we’re so delighted that you could be with us today for Authors Live, although if you’ve watched it before you know it’s always great fun, and we’re going to have lots and lots of fun today.  

We’ve got a brilliant guest with us today.  He actually lives in Edinburgh so he’s come across from Edinburgh to our BBC studio in Glasgow.  And yes, we are here again in the studio, and it’s so wonderful to be back here rather than doing stuff on Zoom and stuff like that.  So it’s great to be here.  Our guest today is Alastair Chisolm, and my goodness me, he’s all about stories.  So he’s going to be talking a lot about stories.  I’m sure you love stories.  We all do.  Even when we’re tiny little babies and as we grow up into very, very old people like me, you still love stories.  And Alastair has actually written stories about all sorts of people.  So we’re talking cavemen, witches, princes and even things like being stranded in space, which let’s face it, well I’m terrified at the thought of that.

Alastair though, as well as spinning all these wonderful stories, he’s also very organised.  He’s a man with a plan and that’s going to come in useful today because if you are interested in not just sort of hearing stories, but writing your own stories, and I’m sure you’ve got lots and lots of ideas, sometimes it can get a wee bit overwhelming and you think, oh, okay, I’m stuck now.  Or, what will I do next?  So the good news is that Alastair, so do pay attention, he is going to help us all with that and show us how we can write our own adventure stories.  

Now don’t forget, really importantly, towards the end of this, I will be able to ask your questions, put your questions to Alastair.  So, without further ado, Alastair Chisholm, welcome to Authors Live.

ALASTAIR:
Thank you very much for having me. 

JANICE:
Oh, it’s really good to have you here.  And I couldn’t help but notice, before we talk about you and your stories, there’s a cool looking fellow next to you.

ALASTAIR:
Yes.

JANICE:
Tell us who he is.

ALASTAIR:
This is Barry the Frog and Barry is a Ninja Frog and he’s the star of one of my books and he was actually made by my mum.

JANICE:
Aww.

ALASTAIR:
So he follows me now wherever I go and helps me with interviews and with my writing.

JANICE:
How fabulous.  He’s very cool.  So might your mum be watching and seeing her work on screen?

ALASTAIR:
I’d like to think so, and if you are, hello mum [laughs].

JANICE:
Aww, brilliant.  Hiya.  So tell me then, stories, we’re all interested in stories, but how did you make the transition to actually writing stories in books?  Because that seems like, whoa.  How do you do that?

ALASTAIR:
We’ve I’ve always really liked telling stories and writing stories.  But it actually started with puzzle books.  When the Sudoku puzzle craze came around, because I’m of a slightly geeky, computery, puzzley sort of background, I started writing some puzzles and I wrote some puzzle books and I managed to get them published.  And from there I got an agent and showed her some of the ideas that I had for picture book stories and she took them up and started showing them around.  And at the time, my children were very young, so I was actually writing the stories for them.

JANICE:
Yeah.

ALASTAIR:
But she showed them to publishers and here we are.  It took a while, but then from there it’s the other books and it’s all kicked off.

JANICE:
And that’s interesting, actually, puzzles.  Because I wonder, well you’ll tell us more about it, but that whole idea of, well I’ve already mentioned it to the young people watching, we can all maybe come up with an idea for a story, but there’s much more to it than that.  How do you put it all together?  And that makes me think of puzzles.  So is the making of a story, the writing of a story, the telling of a story, in a way you working your way through a puzzle?

ALASTAIR:
I think, yes.  You’re looking for the same, the same feeling, I think.  When you come across a really good puzzle, you see all the pieces and you see the parts of it, and they’re not obvious at first, and then gradually you see how they can fit together.  And when they do fit together, you get that feeling of satisfaction, like, oh yeah, I can see this now.  And I think when you’re trying to write a good story, it’s the same thing.  You’ve got characters and ideas and things happen, and the little clues.  And then when everything comes together, you think, that’s right, that’s what I’ve been seeing all along, so it’s that feeling that you’re aiming for, I think.

JANICE:
I think any kind of tips like the kind you’re giving us all today are really great because, you know, when I was the same age as many of the children watching, I do remember that I would try to write stories, but I would instantly think, oh, I can’t work that out.  And I would just stop.  I would give up.

ALASTAIR:
Yeah.

JANICE:
And I think what you’re saying is, don’t, don’t give up.

ALASTAIR:
Oh definitely not.  No.  It’s the most important thing, I would say.  Keep going and try, whenever you can, to get to the end of your draft, to your first version of the story because it’s always a lot better than you actually think it is.

JANICE:
Ah.

ALASTAIR:
And you can always go back and edit it and fix the little problems.  So yeah, don’t give up.

JANICE:
That’s really good to hear actually because I would always have thought, oh this is worse than I think.

ALASTAIR:
[Laughs].

JANICE:
So you’re saying, no, it’s always better than you think.  That’s really good hear because you’ve been doing this for a while.  Now lots of the people watching, lots of our young people will read books and be inspired by particular stories and story-tellers and authors and think, maybe I could write something like that.  But what about you?  Have you been inspired over the years by particular authors or books?

ALASTAIR:
Absolutely.  When I was a kid, I was a big reader.  I liked sci-fi, fantasy.  I liked Diana Wynne Jones, Nicholas Fisk, Susan Cooper, some of the old school sci-fi writers as well, like Asimov and Heinlein.  But I loved Dr Who and I loved Star Trek and I loved the stories that were about people and had people problems.  And those are the ones that really influenced me.  So whenever I’m trying to write a story now, I’m always trying to think about the people who are in it and what they think.
JANICE:
Brilliant.  Well I’ll tell you what, you’ve put us in the mood now.  You’ve wetted our appetites for story-telling.  And you’re going to give us your ideas on how to tell a really exciting tale.  I’m going to be making mental notes, because this is going to be really useful.  So I’m going to hand things over to you.  

ALASTAIR:
Thank you very much.

JANICE:
Thank you very much indeed.

ALASTAIR:
All right, so…  So, I am a writer and I’m very lucky because I love writing.  I love creating stories and scenarios and settings and throwing them all together and then seeing what happens.  I love doing picture books with brilliant illustrators.  I love science fiction adventures.  I love writing books about dragons and I love meeting future story-tellers as well.  Future writers who’ve got ideas and they’re going to create their own stories.  

And sometimes when I’m talking to them, I hear a few things come back.  Sometimes people say, I have ideas but I can’t turn them into stories.  Somethings they think, I don’t really know where to start or how to keep going.  Sometimes I get people who say, I don’t have any stories.  I don’t have any ideas.  Well, we’ll come back to that.  

But for now, I’ve got a question for you.  Who of you out there watching right now from home or from school, wherever you are, who of you is a writer?  I want you to stick your hand up, if you’re a writer.  Stick it up.  There you go.  I’m a writer.  Who else?  Now I’m guessing that maybe some of you have stuck your hands up and some of you aren’t too sure, and that’s okay.  So let me ask you another question.  Are you a story-teller?  So if you’re a story-teller, stick your hand up now.  Don’t be shy.  If you think that you are story-teller, anyone at home, go for it, stick your hands up.  So maybe there’s a few more.  

Well, how about this?  Have you ever told a story?  Have you ever made up a story with your friends or with your toys?  Have you ever created a comic or a cartoon or a piece of art that told a story?  Have you ever written a song, or sung a song, or told a joke?  If you’ve ever done any of these things then you’re a story-teller.  

Story-telling is about sharing your view out into the world.  If you’ve ever created a fantasy map with castles and dragons, then that’s story-telling.  If you’ve designed a really cool spaceship, that’s story-telling.  If you’ve designed the costumes for the fairy king’s ball, then that’s story-telling.  We are all story-telling, all the time.  Humans are all about story-telling.  

Back in the long, long time ago, when we were still cavemen and peeking out at the world, this is how we made sense of the world.  I mean, we’d mastered some of the basics.  So we’d got things like grunting, grr, me want food.  We’d got things like, setting fire to stuff, brilliant.  And we’d got chasing after [inaudible 0:08:31].  All are really basic stuff that you probably have already done in primary school, right?  

But the world was really complicated and scary and it was hard to get your head around it.  And, for example, the cavemen would be looking at the sun and you think, the sun, it goes over the sky.  Starts over here in the morning, ends over here at night.  Why is that?  They’d say, why is it that sometimes it gets cold for months and months and months and then it gets warm for months and months and months and really sunny?  Or if you live in Scotland, why is it cold rainy for months and then hot rainy for months?  Or, why do you get thunderstorms?  What’s going on with thunderstorms?  They’re big and they’re scary and they’re booming and has these horrible noises, and then there’s lightening.  That is really scary.  What’s going on?  So the world is big and complex and scary.  

But humans learned a trick.  We could already speak, and what we learned was that when we looked at the world, we could make a story out of it.  So we said, the thunderstorms are created by giants.  We said, there are big giants and they’re having a fight.  They said, the sound of the thunder is the sound of them hitting each other.  Bang, bang.  And the lightening are spears that they’re throwing at each other.  We said, the sun is carried in a chariot all the way across the sky every day, and then at night it gets carried back under the earth to start again.  And we said, the world gets cold and dark because it’s coming to the end of its life, just like humans.  But, at the end of that, it gets reborn again.  So there is hope.  And stories made the world manageable.  

And they made it so that we could understand what was going on and we could hold it in our heads.  And the more that we thought about these stories, the more they became like us.  The big giants in the sky bickered and they spat and they, they would play tricks on their brothers and have fights with their sisters.  And then sometimes the mum and dad got really, really cross.  They were like us.  And so we used stories to tell about the world and to make it manageable for us.  And we thrived.  We love stories.  Stories are what we do all the time.  And even when we started to learn what the world was actually like, we still loved the stories.  

I’m very lucky because I get to work with a group in Edinburgh who go into the schools and help with creative writing.  And I get to meet some of these, some of these story-tellers.  And sometimes they are writing pages and pages and pages, really good, boom, boom, boom.  They’re off and you don’t really need to worry too much about them.  And sometimes you get people who think, oh I’ve got ideas, I can’t quite write them as stories.  And then you get the ones who say, no, I’ve got no ideas.  I don’t know stories.  

But then you ask them a question.  You ask them about the things that they like and the things that they’ve seen and that they’ve done and gradually, bit by bit, they start to tell you stuff.  Maybe they tell you little stories about the things that they like to do with their friends and they tell you bigger stories, and bigger, and then you discover that they have got hundreds of stories.  And sometimes they’re exciting and sometimes they’re funny and sometimes they’re sad, but it’s their stories.  So I know that you have stories.  And what I’m going to talk about today is some tips about how you can take them and share them with the world.  

And my number one tip is this.  Stories are people.  Now that sounds a bit odd, doesn’t it?  Stories are people.  But there are lots of different kinds of stories.  There are adventure, mystery, horror.  There are science fiction, fantasy, historical, real life.  There are all these different kids.  There are comedies, there are tragedies.  And, of course, you get combinations of these.  You can have science fiction, mystery adventure.  You can have historical tragedy.  You can have romantic, zombie comedies.  Fantastic.  You can have all of these different combinations.  

And when I was a kid, what I really loved were stories about science fiction and fantasy, and stories about mysteries and ghosts and things like that.  I loved them.  I loved some of the authors that I was talking about there.  Like Nicholas Fisk and Susan Cooper, Diana Wynne Jones, Jan Mark and some of the old school, really old writers, Isaac Asimov.  I loved Dr Who and Star Trek and things like that.  But when I look back, the stories that I love always are the ones about people.  People and their problems.  

Like Dr Who has lots of really great science fiction ideas and adventures, but it’s all about the Dr.  People say, which is your favourite Dr?  Which is the one that you like?  Who is your Dr?  I don’t like them, I like them, the Dr and his or her companions.  Star Trek was all about using science fiction in order to set up stories about humans.  Take super heroes, the Avengers and Marvel films, they’re really great.  They’re sort of huge explosions and fantastic special effects and really, really exciting, but the only reason that it matters is because of the people underneath the masks.  They are the people that you really care about.  And it’s their stories that are driving everything else.  

So when you’re writing, thinking about your story, have a think about the thing that you love about it, and have a think about the main characters.  And that can be whether or not you’re reading or reading the books or reading comics or listening to audio books or watching TV or films, any story.  What are the people like?  What do they think?  And what is it that they want?  So, that’s my first tip. 

And my second tip is all about how you can go about taking the ideas that you’ve got and turning them into a story.  Now you may have had a problem where you are trying to think of an idea for a story, but you can’t get it straight in your head until you start to write it down, but then you’re not ready to write it down because you haven’t quite got it straight it your head.  Or maybe you’ve got hundreds of ideas, all sorts of ideas and they are fizzing in your brain, and you try to write them down and you get half a page in and then you just discover that it’s gibberish and you can’t understand a single thing that you’ve written and you can’t even remember what the main character’s name is anymore, and it’s a mess.  

How do you take these ideas and give them space to breathe, and give yourself a plan of how to work them out?  Well there are lots of different approaches to this.  And I don’t think there’s really a wrong or right one, but the one that I tend to use is something I call scrapbooks and plans.  Now this is my notebook here.  This is it.  It says, Alastair Chisholm.  Alastair’s notebook, top secret.  That’s how you can tell it’s mine.  And this is where I would capture my details of the story that I’m going to write.  And the first thing to do is to take a sheet of paper or you can use it on a computer or your own notebook and you just want to scribble every idea that you’ve got about your story.  Every fizzing thought that you’ve got.  You want to capture it first of all.  Don’t worry about turning it into a story yet, just stick it down.  

So this, this is the scrap book for my upcoming, I’m sure, new book, which is going to be a global phenomena, I’m pretty certain.  And it’s called Alien Bunnies of Doom.  And it’s a great new science fiction adventure.  I’m pretty sure it’s the next Harry Potter.  

So I’ve got all these ideas and I’m going to start throwing them in.  And you can see, I’ve got lots of thoughts here.  I’ve got things like what the characters are going to look like, where they’re going to live, what they might be called, what the villain might be called, things that might happen.  And they are not in any particular order.  I’m certainly not bothered about spelling.  I’m not even bothered about putting them in their right place.  I just jump them all down, all these ideas so that they’re captured, so that you’ve got them and you can look back later.

Now you might be thinking, I don’t have any ideas.  And that’s tricky.  You know, you start off with building up ideas is a thing that you practice and you get the hang of, but there are some ways that you can cheat.  You can take the things that you know and love and put them into the story.  So maybe you really love football, right.  And maybe you really know what you’re talking about when you talk about football.  Maybe you love the game, you love watching it, you know your team, you know all the transfer costs and all the things that have been going on.  So why not use that?  Take your story and set it around a football game.  It could be on the pitch, it could be in the terraces watching, it could be in the changing rooms half way through.  It could be just somebody at home, really, really loving their team and wanting them to win.  

Or maybe you are the world’s greatest expert on unicorns.  All right?  Well then you know what would make a really great unicorn story, because you love unicorns.  So take what you know and use that to come up with ideas for your story.  

So when you’ve got all your ideas and you’ve captured them all, the next thing is to come up with a plan.  So what I do is, I have a look at all these ideas that I’ve got and I think about them, and I think about the order in which they might go, and I start to get a feeling for what the story might be.  And that is when I come up with the first part of my plan.  And the first part of my plan is called a who?  Where?  What?  

And it’s basically, what, who is going to be in this story?  What are the problems that they’re going to have?  And where is it going to take place?  So who is going to be in it?  That’s the characters.  So you might have the main hero, you might have the villain, you might have sidekicks or other friends or other characters in the book.  And you just want to put down everything that you can think about this person.  What’s their name?  Where do they live?  What are they called?  What are they like?  What do they look like?  What do they sound like?  Do they have any mannerisms when they speak?  What do they think?  What do they think about the main character?  Do they like them?  Are they an enemy or friend?  Put as many as you can in and think as much as you can about the way that they think.  

And then the next thing is, where does it take place?  Well, that could be, it’s entirely up to you really, but it could be at a football game.  It could be in a magical unicorn kingdom.  It could be in your school.  Wherever it is, have a think, what does it look like?  What does it sound like?  What does it smell like?  If it’s your school, what does it smell like just after lunch?  What does it smell like just after the boys have done PE?  What is it like to be there?  

And then lastly, have a think about the kind of problem that you want.  What is the danger that they’ve got?  What is the problem that they have to solve?  And at the same time that you’re doing that, have a think about any words that you think might be useful.  So if you’re doing a scary story, maybe think about scary words like slither or slide or creepy or terrify and things like that.  Any really good words, you can stick them in.  And then the last thing that I do is a chapter plan.

Now this is my chapter plan for Alien Bunnies of Doom and it’s in ten parts, but you can have fewer if you like.  You can have five, or even three.  You can always split them up later on.  And all I do here is I write maybe a line or two about each thing that I’m going to do.  And this is a really great idea because it allows you to spread your ideas out throughout the story, and it lets you keep track of the things that maybe you need to have in a particular order.  If you’ve got the villain down here doing his nasty stuff, then you probably better introduce him further up.  So that gives you a way to spread your ideas out, get your plot right.  And then just start.  

Now you can start at the start, and I normally start at the start, but you don’t have to.  Once you’ve got a plan, you can start anywhere.  So you can start at the most exciting bit, if you like, and spread from there.  But it’s up to you.  And that’s all you have to do, start at the start.  

Now, the other thing that the chapter plan is useful for is pacing and spreading your ideas out and spreading the action out.  And I’m going to talk about this next.  And this is an idea that I call the story roller coaster.  Now you know that feeling when you’re reading a book or you’re watching a film or something like that and you are really excited and the film carries you along, the story carries you along, bit by bit by bit until eventually you really can’t stop.  You don’t want to stop reading.  You don’t want to stop watching.  You’re desperate to know what happens next.  That’s all about pacing.  And pacing is what makes the reader want to keep reading.  

Now you may have heard of a pacing idea called the story mountain.  The story mountain is a really great idea.  You start in the foothills, down here, everything’s fine.  And then, as the book goes on, things get more and more adventurous, more and more action, more and more tension, things start to build up and they get scarier and scarier until eventually you reach the very peak of the mountain, and you reach the climax and that’s where all the really big action scene happens, and then you get falling action away, and you’re down at the end of the book.  Now that’s great.  

But, I have to confess, I’m a bit lazy and I’m not actually very good at climbing mountains.  And by the time I get to the top of a mountain, I’m not really ready for my big action scene.  I’m kind of ready for maybe a juice and a biscuit and a bit of a lie down.  So I think of it in a slightly different way and that is story rollercoaster.  

Now you know the idea of a rollercoaster.  You get in the cart at the start, you get strapped in and off you go, ding, ding, ding, ding, ding.  And you’re all fine.  Everything’s fine.  And then you start to go up and you go, oh, and everybody starts laughing nervously and, oh, oh, oh here we go.  And you go up and up and up and everybody’s starting to get a bit tense and you go up and up and up and up until you are right at the top and then you are looking down over, and you’re thinking, wow, I’m really high up, I’m not sure about this at all.  And then suddenly, down you come.  Whoosh.  And you are wailing and you are screaming and everybody’s waving their hands, oh, we’re going to die.  And then you get down to the bottom and you slow down and you stop and everybody’s like, that was brilliant.  Let’s do it again.  That’s what you want from your pacing.  That’s what you want from your story.  

So when you are thinking about the chapters in your story think, where does the action happen?  And how can you make it so that the action gets more and more and more, and the tension gets more and more and more until you reach one point where everything has gone wrong?  And then how can you get them feeling that feeling?  So, story rollercoaster is my second tip.  

Now, you might get a bit stuck and you might get stuck with your story.  So, let’s take an example.  Say Tommy is chasing after the villains but the villains have captured Tommy and they’ve locked him in a room and Tommy can’t get out and the villains are getting away.  What’s Tommy going to do?  What’s Tommy going to do?  And then you stop, and you think, hang on, what is Tommy going to do [laughs]?  And you think, oh no.  And you’re stuck.  You’ve written yourself into a corner.  What can you do in that place?  

Well when I get to that situation I do a thing called walking and talking.  And walking and talking is all about just getting those ideas going.  So I stand up, I wave my hands around, boah [0:22:40], and make silly faces, I make silly noises, blah blah blah blah blah blah.  I get the blood flowing.  I get the creative ideas going, and I just keep going with that.  And I start to tell myself what the problem is.  I think, okay what problem is it that I’m actually trying to solve?  Because it’s a funny thing, when somebody else tells you a problem, your brain activates in a different way that can help you solve the problem.  

So let’s see.  Tommy is stuck in the room.  What can he do?  So I walk back and forward and I think, what can Tommy do?  Tommy…  Let’s see.  Can Tommy get out the window?  No, the windows are barred and the door is locked.  Can he get up the chimney?  No, that’s crazy.  And I think, oh but if there’s a chimney, there must be a fireplace.  Okay, so what’s in the fireplace?  Let’s have a look.  Well in the fireplace there is some kindling, that’s some sticks and some newspapers.  Oh, I’ve got an idea.  Tommy takes the newspaper and he lays it out flat and he slides it under the door and then with the stick, he pokes the key out onto the other side of the door where it lands on the newspaper.  And then he slides the newspaper back under the door.  Takes the key, unlocks the door, escapes, chases after the villains.  Fantastic.  Walking and talking.  Get yourself out of trouble.  

Now, if you are feeling a little bit self-conscious about walking and talking then I can tell you two things.  First of all, I have been talking to myself for years and nobody pays a blind bit of difference.  My family, they come in, they see me, they roll their eyes and they walk out again.  It’s fine.  And secondly, you don’t actually have to talk very loud.  You can go up to your bedroom, you can put on some music and you can just mutter the problem to yourself.  And that’s great, and that will work just as well.  So, walking and talking.  Get yourself out of the problem.

Now, my final point is not really a tip, in fact it’s a rule.  And it’s the only rule of story-telling, and it’s this.  Keep going.  Keep going.  Keep going.  Keep going.  Keep going even if you’re not sure about the story.  Keep going even if you think that what you’ve written wasn’t very good.  Don’t worry, keep going.  This is really important.  The hardest thing about writing is actually just to get it done in the first place.  You can always fix it later.  Don’t worry too much about spelling or grammar or whether or not you’ve forgotten what the main character’s name is, or that you’ve decided half way through that it was going to be a comedy but now it’s a horror, just keep going.  Get to the end.  

Now you will have to go back and fix these things afterwards, of course, but you can do this.  That’s okay.  Go back and finish your draft, finish your first draft.  And that is important.  Only you can do that.  Because only you can tell your story.  Nobody else can tell your story for you.  

I think we are all story-tellers.  We are people who share the world with each other and this is how we share the world.  Humans are story-telling apes and we share and experience the world through stories.  So tell your stories.  Create your stories.  Make your comics.  Make your cartoons.  Create your songs.  Sing to them.  Make your plays and act them out.  Do all these things because we are all story-tellers.  You are a story-teller.  What’s your story?  Good luck.

JANICE:
Wow.  Brilliant.  I think we should have a round of applause for Alastair Chisholm.

Aud: 
[Applause].

JANICE:
Really inspiring stuff.  Thank you very much indeed, Alastair.  And one of my favourite parts of that was you talking about the walking and talking.  That is just so funny.

ALASTAIR:
[Laughs].

JANICE:
And that your family come into the room, oh there is he is.

ALASTAIR:
That’s right [laughs].

JANICE:
He’s doing the walking and talking thing.  But do you know what I was struck by there, actually?  Because some people might not do walking and talking, they might do something else, but what you were talking about there is, you’re trying to figure out how to get onto the next stage of the story and to solve the problem, but what you’re doing is, it’s almost like you’ve got a little film in your head.  You’re seeing it.  How important do you think that is, actually?

ALASTAIR:
Well for me it’s very important.  I love that, that feeling when you see a scene and you see how they play out.  And I think it’s also really good because you can see the characters doing things.  And sometimes you want them to do something and they just don’t want to, and you can see when you play that out in your head, that if you try that, they’ll just go, no, this isn’t right.  So that’s really good from that point of view.

JANICE:
Yeah.  But I mean obviously story-telling is all about the imagination, but just you saying that there, it was like, absolutely.  You’re creating, you’re very much creating your own world.  And I presume then, I mean here you are, because everyone’s watching and you’re giving these brilliant tips, I presume that you’ve just learned this through years of experience, and coming up against all sorts of problems.  And you’ve tried to work out your own way through these.

ALASTAIR:
Yes.  And I’ve had help from lots of other people as well.  I’m in a writing group.

JANICE:
Wow.

ALASTAIR:
And that’s a really great thing.  So, I would say, try and join a writing club if you possibly can.  If you’ve got one at your school then go for something like that, because being with other people who are writing can be really helpful.  And you can exchange ideas about what works and what doesn’t.

JANICE:
Yeah.  Something else I have to ask you, Alien Bunnies from Doom, that’s the title, isn’t it?  Memorable title.

ALASTAIR:
Absolutely.

JANICE:
I am, I mean it is obviously going to be the next Harry Potter…

ALASTAIR:
Of course.

JANICE:
…as you say.  But that made me wonder.  Maybe some of the children would ask this, so I’m going to step in right now before I forget.  But how important is a title?  Because that’s a crazy title, right.

ALASTAIR:
[Laughs].

JANICE:
But I wonder at what point for you the title comes into your head?

ALASTAIR:
Ah [laughs] it can change a lot.  Sometimes the publishers as well give you suggestions on what might, what might, share the idea a bit…

JANICE:
Right.

ALASTAIR:
…as a title.  But sometimes, once you’ve got it in your head, then that’s it.

JANICE:
Yeah.

ALASTAIR:
That’s it locked in, and the, with Barry, for example, The Tale of the Valiant Ninja Frog, that to me, that was the story and then…

JANICE:
Yeah.

ALASTAIR:
And then that was it.

JANICE:
I love it.  I love it.  So you’ve talked about how you’re a big science fiction fan, and you’re actually going to read to us now from one of your books.  And we can see…
ALASTAIR:
Yeah.

JANICE:
…the books is there.  Orion Lost.  Is it set in the future then?

ALASTAIR:
It is, yes.  It’s set about, I think about a hundred years from now.

JANICE:
Yeah.

ALASTAIR:
And it’s a science fiction mystery adventure and it’s all about a spaceship that gets stranded in the middle of space.  Nobody is really sure how it got stranded, but none of the adults can be woken up and there’s a small group of children who have to take control and they have to figure out how to get everybody home and also try and figure out what the mystery is.  

JANICE:
Ah ha.

ALASTAIR:
How they ended up there.

JANICE:
Exciting.  Okay, so are you going to give us a wee flavour of that now?  

ALASTAIR:
Mm-hmm.

JANICE:
Read a little bit.  Thank you very much indeed.

ALASTAIR:
So I’m going to read from the prologue here.  So that’s just at the start of the story.  And it goes like this.  

There was a ship in space, lost.  It was a large old mining transport, designed for long haul trips to small moons and asteroids.  The enormous squat engines and hydrogen scoop gave cheap and steady propulsion, but not much acceleration.  The command module was huge, sorry, the command module was small, but the cargo section was huge, taking up most of the ship.  It was broadcasting a radio signal.  Earth Ship Orion, four months out of earth and heading for EOS 5.  Our location is sector 278, co-ordinates 549 by 292-8 ASOF [0:29:41].  


An experienced minor might have noticed odd things about the ship.  It had been patched and re-fitted and it’s life support systems, gravity, oxygen, food processing, had been extended to cope with the much larger crew.  Extra equipment was fastened around the hull for planet exploration.  Rovers, diggers, habitats, all with landing gear but no way to take off of their own.  They could land but they’d never take off again.  Not a mining transport anymore then, but a colony ship, taking a group of brave new worlders off to some distant settlement and helping them set up.  

Currently adrift, said the message.  And we have no propulsion though our jump drive is working.  Four large power generators bulged out near the base, but two of them were cold and dark and only a few of the ship’s outer lights were working.  The ship was turning gently and as it turned it revealed an enormous scorched rupture near one of the engines.  We have experienced severe damage to the ship, said the message.  A ship in deep space hardly ever sent out a distress signal.  What would be the point?  Ships are like tiny moults of dust in the vast sky, so far apart that the chance of one coming across another by accident are virtually none.  Near earth perhaps, around the solar system, perhaps heading out to one of the older or more established colonies on a well-known route, but not here.  

Here, you could travel for six months and see no-one and no sign that anyone else had ever existed.  Here, there were no friends.  Command has been compromised, said the message.  We are unable to establish order.  All command crew rated able bodied or higher are disabled and cannot resume control.  

In fact, this far out, so far from earth, you could barely see its sun as a tiny flickering star.  If you found anyone at all, it would be more likely to be scrapers, pirates and thieves.  Or worse still, a mysterious alien [inaudible 0:31:34], strange, half hidden, half understood, terrifying.  A ship in deep space hardly ever sent out a distress signal, because if you were helpless enough to send one, then you did not want to be found.  The message repeated.  This is a general may day from the Earth Ship Orion four months out of earth.  Something found them.
JANICE:
Thank you very much indeed.  Absolutely superb.  There you go.  Alastair Chisholm.  We’ve had so many questions in already.

ALASTAIR:
Oh, fantastic.

JANICE:
It’s brilliant.  Thank you so much wherever you are watching, this is just great.  It was just to say to you there about Orion Lost, one of the things you’ve been talking about solving problems as a writer, but it’s interesting for the readers, isn’t it, to be accompanying your characters as they figure things out?  Do you see that as a really good way to sort of hook your readers in?

ALASTAIR:
Oh definitely, yes.  You want the characters to be as confused as you are about what’s going on.  And you want, hopefully what you want is for them to figure out what’s actually happening.  So dropping little hints for them to pick up and then the reader at the same time to be picking up, that’s the really great thing to do.

JANICE:
Ah, we’re back to puzzles again, aren’t we?

ALASTAIR:
Absolutely, yes.

JANICE:
Dropping hints, it’s like clues.

ALASTAIR:
Always.

JANICE:
I love it.  I just love this idea.  Okay, do you know what?  I’m going to get stuck into these so that we don’t run out of time.

ALASTAIR:
Mm.

JANICE:
Such brilliant questions for you, Alastair.  So this is from P4-7G at Goodlyburn Primary.  Hello there, hiya.

ALASTAIR:
Hello.

JANICE:
Now they say that they’re looking for a new class novel and they’ve never read sci-fi before.

ALASTAIR:
Ah.

JANICE:
So here we go.  You’ve got to plug your own book.  Which of your books should they start with?

ALASTAIR:
Well I think you should start with Orion Lost because I think if you like mystery and adventure, and if you like stories about groups of people getting together and trying to solve a problem, then I think you’ll really enjoy it.  And I think, hopefully if you enjoy stories about real kids who are trying to solve real problems, and aren’t perfect, but kind of have to figure out how to rub along a bit, then hopefully it’ll really suit you.

JANICE:
There you go.  Thank you very much.  Good question, good answer.  Thank you.  I like this one.  This is a very sort of back to basics question, but you might find it tough.  This is from Andrew at Eyemouth Primary.  Hiya.  Thanks very much for watching.  Thanks for your question.

ALASTAIR:
Hi Andrew.

JANICE:
And here we go.  How does it feel to be an author?  [Laughs].

ALASTAIR:
Andrew, it feels really great, because I love telling stories and I love writing stories and I love meeting people who like reading stories as well.  And I’ve really been allowed to do all of these things and to create them and to publish them and then see them out there.  And then to see people talking about them and getting enthused about them is fantastic.  I totally recommend it.

JANICE:
Brilliant, thank you.  Thank you very much, Andrew.  Now lots of schools are asking this particular question, so it’s Cuiken Primary, Giffnock Primary, Knightsridge Primary, St. Ninians and others who are saying, who are asking, what your favourite book is.  

ALASTAIR:
[Laughs].

JANICE:
So it can either be your own or by somebody else.

ALASTAIR:
Wow.  I love lots and lots of books, for lots of different reasons.  But my absolute favourite book is probably a book called The Grey King by Susan Cooper.  It’s an old book now, it’s 30 or 40 years old and I read it so much that the cover fell off this book.  I have dropped this book in the bath twice, because I was reading it in the bath. 

JANICE:
[Laughs].

ALASTAIR:
I had to blow dry it both times.

JANICE:
[Laughs].

ALASTAIR:
And it is absolutely fantastic.  It’s set in Wales and it’s a fantasy adventure story and it’s all about people, it’s the thing that I really loved and it was the thing that really first made me realise that stories are people.  And it’s also got really great stories about the adults going on, which I think is quite unusual in a children’s book that, to make you really care about what’s happening to the adults as well.  So that’s probably my absolute favourite book.

JANICE:
I love that for a couple of reasons.  One, you’re talking about reading and re-reading a book, and that’s a joy.

ALASTAIR:
Oh yeah.

JANICE:
Because you might think initially, why would you want to read a story again?  But you can get so much out of it a second time round.

ALASTAIR:
Oh absolutely, yes.

JANICE:
But also the fact you’re saying that’s an older story from 30 years ago or whatever, but also an actual book as oppose on some electronic device.  You don’t want to drop that in the bath, do you?

ALASTAIR:
[Laughs].  No.

JANICE:
So old school is good.  So this is from P6-7 at Bilston Primary School, Alastair, saying, well you’ve maybe touched on this a wee bit, but what do you want to say about how you develop your characters?

ALASTAIR:
Hello to everybody at Bilston.  Yes, the way I like to develop the characters is I like to start quite early, and then I like to think about what they would think about the problems.  I generally feel that there aren’t any characters who are really, really bad.  Generally, I think everybody likes to think that they’re actually the hero of the story, in a way.  So even if you’ve got somebody who is hostile and, in this book, for example, there are people who are hostile, what is it that they actually want?  How do they see the situation?  And I think if you treat all your characters like they were real people, like they were friends that you know of, and just think how would they react?  Then that will help you a lot.
JANICE: 
Great question. And this is from P7 at Duncanrig Primary in Hawick. Hello! Thank you very much for watching and great question because just thinking about villains and baddies: What Doctor Who baddy would you like to be? 
ALASTAIR: 
Oh, fantastic! I think you've got to go with the Master, haven't you, because he has such great fun he's the opposite of the convincing villain because he's so horrible that you just know where you are with him and and he's just he's just evil and rotten and brilliant. Great question, thank you!

JANICE: 
Brilliant. From Leila, P5 at St Francis Primary: do you find it hard coming up with new ideas for books?

ALASTAIR: 
Hi Leila! I have quite a few ideas and sometimes it can be hard to stitch them into the right order, and what I do is I have a notebook, a small notebook, that I keep with me all the time and whenever I get just half an idea, I stick that in the book. And then sometimes, really the key to writing a story is to stitch these things together, and think "ah, this idea with this setting and this person..." so I would recommend that as a way of taking half ideas and turning them into something proper for a story.

JANICE: 
Great, thank you very much indeed I don't know if there's an average here this is from the brilliantly named Bramble Brae school, in Aberdeen I think, who say how long did it take, does it take to write to your books

ALASTAIR:
 Hello to everybody at Bramble Brae. It depends on the book but Orion Lost took about three or four months. You spend a bit of time thinking about it, quite a long time actually writing it, it can take a long time to write and then much longer than you think going back and editing it and fixing it and correcting it, and it can seem a bit daunting when you are trying to to sit down and write all these words, so I set myself a little target of just a few hundred words I was going to write every day and I found that once I'd actually sat down and started writing, it was easier to keep going so it's about three or four months, and I recommend that you try to write every single day that you're doing it.

JANICE: 
Fantastic, I'm going to squeeze one last question in. This is from P4 at King's Park Primary. Hello King's Park, hiya! They've asked a number of questions but I'm going to go for this one because we've covered some of them before with other questions. Who is your all-time favorite character from a book and why? All-time favorite characters, so we know you like the Master as a sort of villain but do you have an all-time favorite?

ALASTAIR: 
What a great question

JANICE: 
It could be one of your books [laughing]

ALASTAIR: 
I think in the Terry Pratchett Discworld books, which I absolutely love, there is the character Death, who seems rather grim, but in fact he's a wonderful character because he's not human and he's fascinated by humans, so he sees what what people would see if they were looking at us from the other point of view, and I think he's an absolutely marvelous character. So he's probably my favorite all time.

JANICE: 
Oh great answers, but honestly thank you so much for all those brilliant questions. Those are some of the best questions we've had, I've managed to ask most of them, hurray! Alastair, I can't believe it, you've been so interesting but that's us almost at the end of the session, so thank you very much indeed and wherever you've been watching, thank you very much indeed for watching as well. A big thanks to Alastair, but also to you and I do hope that you will pick up some of the tips that Alastair has given you, the story scrapbooks, all of that really really brilliant advice that you've had today, so I do hope you've enjoyed this edition of Authors Live! Don't forget there are lots more to watch, you can catch up with them, check them out at scottishbooktrust.com/authorslive and we'll be back very soon with more totally brilliant authors, and no point doing it if you're not watching it so don't forget you can dip into all of those and tell your friends if they've missed out on Authors Live because there's so much to enjoy, but from all of us here, from Alastair and me and all of our crew, cheery bye thanks very much for watching! Buh-bye!

ALASTAIR:
 Bye!
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