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A summary of the story is always a good beginning too.: 

 

David Carter, the novel's protagonist, takes a keen interest in history as a boy. Encouraged by his doting Aunt 

Julia, he begins collecting the things that tell his story: a birth certificate, school report cards, annotated 

cinema and train tickets. After finishing school, he finds the perfect job for his lifetime obsession - curator at a 

local history museum. 

 

His professional and romantic lives take shape as his beloved aunt's life collapses. Lost in a fog of senility, Julia 

lets slip that David had been adopted. Over the course of the next decades, as David and his wife Eleanor live 

out their lives - struggling through early marriage, professional disappointments, the birth of their daughter, 

Eleanor's depression, and David's near-affair with a colleague- David attempts to physically piece together his 

past, finding meaning and connection where he least expects it.  

 

The beginnings that the novel suggests are many, varied and interesting. Some of these beginnings are the 

many ways in which we might try to piece together the history that makes us who we are. It could be in a 

conversation between lovers where personal histories are revealed. It could be in the slip of the tongue as in 

the case of David's senile aunt, Julia, when she unwittingly reveals his origin. Or it could be in the collection of 

the everyday artefacts of life.  

 

For a relatively new young writer and for a second novel, McGregor, in a quiet and subtle way, tackles some big 

themes. Migration, family and social history, depression, memory, marriage, post war Britain , adoption, the 

value of work ,redundancy, 

etc.For us one important example of such themes was the issue of personal identity. The novel asks questions 

such as who are we and what is it that makes us who we are? In addressing these issues McGregor brings a 

refreshing approach to answering them.  

 

It is also a story of an enduring and tender loving relationship between the two main characters, David and 

Eleanor. Through varous trials and tribulations David and Eleanor pull through together with a love for each 

other that remains intact. McGregor presents these two characters in a warm and tender light. For instance, 

the following passage depicts one of those tender moments: "He leant forward again and kissed her cheek, 

touching the corner of her jaw with two fingers as he did so, running his fingers across her face as he pulled 

away, nudging the tip of one finger between her lips. She kissed his finger, and he drew it back, and they both 

dropped their eyes looking across the floor, looking around the darkened room, waiting".  

 

McGregor's language is broadly unadorned. but very effective.A favourite part was the chapter in which 

David's aunt describes her romantic meeting  with major William Pearson. It is at once cleverly rendered and 

profoundly touching. MeGregor uses the event of a ballroom dance as an extended metaphor to describe events 

that sometimes occur in relationships.  The serendipity of life. The act of finding something valuable or 

delightful when you're not looking for it. We couldn't find a German word with exactly the same meaning . It's 

one of my favourite English words and it seems to have struck a chord with everyone last night. 

 

Jon McGregor was fascinated by an old tobacco tin that had belonged to his grandfather and by other family 

mementos. He says that the idea for the novel came to him when he was imagining his grandfather using the 

tin in the trenches of WW1. We all related to the importance of family memorabilia in our lives- giving us a 

sense of identity  and of our own histories. 

 

McGregor often heads the chapters with such items and their dates eg  a wedding certificate, a pair of cinema 

tickets, picture postcards, a job application form etc- thereby creating a museum of mementos, slowly and 

simply building up a solid, authentic and deeply moving exhibit of family-life in post-war Britain. Some of us 

found the shifts in time confusing but overall we agreed that the style worked. Linking the personal items to 



the story,often such mundane items having such significance, helped us see "ordinary" people's lives as 

fascinating. Our own lives as being of interest to others and ourselves..But are we ordinary? Certainly not. 

 

The prose McGregor uses is deceptively simple, but carries deep emotional force in his well-chosen words and 

situations,. I found myself near to tears on occasions- the cruelty of Eleanor's mother is sensitively drawn. Her 

total lack of interest in her daughter's exam results is shocking .And the physical and emotional abuse she 

metes out to Eleanor is painful to read. 

 

The scene when David first discovers that he has been adopted is also shocking- it is a dreadful way to learn 

that he has been betrayed his whole life by his mother. His beloved Aunt Julia means no harm by it as she has 

lost her present memory. Yet David  is harsh to his mother- making her suffer for too long- when she has done 

her very best for him and brought him up so lovingly- she doesn't deserve his protracted anger and fury .But 

we admired his honesty .We understood his feelings and his need to let his anger out. 

 

His agonising search for his birth mother Mary is fruitless..We are introduced to her plight at the beginning of 

the novel and we long for him to be able to find her. But it is not to be. There is a stark contrast with his own 

wife's situation. Eleanor knows her mother is her real mother .But Eleanor needs to escape from her 

completely. She cuts herself off from her- and chooses to not go to her funeral. 

 

Eleanor would have preferred a different kind of beginning.. We have no control over our beginnings at birth- 

only over our choices as we grow up. So many opportunities happen by chance and are probably also missed 

that way. 

 

I've always loved imagining the lives of other people in the past- especially when I have had something that 

belonged to them. My aunt's fiance died in the second world war. She gave me her engagement ring- when I 

hold it in my hand I can sense the love between them and the lost opportunity of their potential lives together. 

"So many ways to Begin" captures perfectly that special feeling for me. People live on in our memories but also 

through things they have left behind.  

 

Coventry is the perfect setting for the novel . It is a symbol of a city having to start again - to be completely 

rebuilt- like Dresden.The old bombed cathedral remains next to the new one - so that we never forget. The 

many immigrants to Coventry - Poles, Ukrainians, Asians, Irish etc reflect the muticutural nature of post war 

Britain.  

 

The poverty of Eleanor's family in Aberdeen is a gentle reminder of the contrast in social beginnings and 

opportunities. If Eleanor had been born into a wealthier family, she would definitely have been able to go to 

university. David's mother Mary Friel  was sent from Donegal to work in London as her family also needed 

her to earn money from a young age. Hiring fairs still existed in Ireland in the 1940's. The consequences of 

poverty meant Mary had no choices- she had to leave her home country and  then she could not keep her own 

baby. 

 

The magic of history shines through in McGregor's writing. Even the smallest item can have significance- we 

are prompted to reflect on our own histories as we share David and Eleanor's heritage. One or two of us found 

"So many ways to begin" a difficult read - even a boring one. But the magic rubbed off on most of us. And the 

discovery of the word serendipity is likely to be a lasting memory   - Annette has sent me a fabulous quote- a 

very good one to finish with- 

 

Reading should be an adventure, a personal experience full of serendipitous surprises.  

 

All the best and have fun reading! 

 

Jan 


