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Philippa Pearce’s ‘Barley Stories’

Satoshi Ando

Abstract

Some novels and short stories of Philippa Pearce are located in fictional villages called Great
Barley and Little Barley where the fictional river the Say flows. These villages seem to be modelled
on the actual villages of Great Shelford and Little Shelford, five miles south of Cambridge on the
River Cam, where Pearce was born and raised. The Say, the Barleys and the meadows on the river
are not merely the backdrop but the essential constituents for the novels and stories: the first chapter
of Minnow on the Say begins with the flood of the river, while the frozen river is indispensable for
the chief episode in the last quarter of Tom s Midnight Garden. Although there are no reference
to the place-names, Pearce’s last novel, The Little Gentleman, and her posthumous novella, 4
Finder’s Magic, are also set in a meadow by the river. In these ‘swan songs’ she seems to intend to
reconstruct her original landscape. In this article the author should like to deliberate the meaning
of the river and the meadow in these works of Pearce. The influences of the topography of the
Shelfords and the tidal background of the latter half of the twentieth-century are also one of the

principal concerns of this study.
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