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Rose Tremain is one of my favourite writers. I was delighted that she won the 2008 Orange prize. 

Although twice the judge for the Man Booker prize, she had not won any of the major literary 

prizes before. She had won the Whitbread and the James Tait Black memorial awards, but in my 

view, her work had not received the acclaim it deserved.  

 

She has also encouraged many new, young writers eg Andrew Miller and Tracy Chevalier, during 

her time teaching creative writing at the university of East Anglia. She has inspired so many 

would-be novelists and her readers are loyal and rarely disappointed. Tremain is a master of her 

craft. Her words flow with  deceptive ease. Rose Tremain can, it seems, do just about anything. 

Each one of her books is utterly different from the last, each creates a detailed and authentic world 

for her characters and their quests. 

 

Her novels are well constructed and brave – she challenges herself by writing about characters that 

have lived very different lives from her own. Her first novel Sadler’s Birthday was not 

autobiographical, as is so often the case, but based on the experiences of an elderly man..In The 

Road Home, Tremain tells the story of Lev, an Eastern European migrant worker who has left his 

village and travelled to England so that he can finance a better life for his mother and daugther. He 

takes with him his grief for his dead wife. There is an almost fairytale-like quality to Lev's chance 

encounters and where they lead him, although, that said, they also feel natural and possible; 

Tremain has always been good on the essential randomness of experience. 

 

Lev's London is awash with money, celebrity and complacency - an ugly picture of the way we live 

now.  The world Tremain creates feels real, and she allows her characters to negotiate it, and make 

their compromises with it, in a way that is both convincing and very poignant. There is also a rich 

vein of humour that runs through the book, much of which comes from the stories about and 

conversations with Lev's friend Rudi, who has stayed back in the village.    

 

We never learn which specific country Lev comes from (although it's a New-EU country, possibly 

Rumania) and this omission, at first disconcerting, gives his story a convincingly general quality: 

Lev becomes a New-EU everyman, standing for all the new migrants, the Latvians and Estonians, 

Poles and Slovaks, Czechs and Lithuanians that arrive at Victoria, Stanstead and Dover with more 

or less English, more or less money, more or less contacts, and a hope: for a job, a room, a job, a 

phone, a job, a chance..  

 

A million Poles are currently living in Britain and this can cause some resentment. Unemployment 

is increasing and East Europeans can be perceived as taking jobs from the British.The health 

service is stretched and schools struggle to accommodate such an influx of non speaking English 

pupils.The UK is a small island and already over-populated –London has a population of eight 

million-compared to three million in Berlin. Rose Tremain invites us to share the plight of a man 



from Eastern Europe and to be sympathethic to his situation. He is not a drain on British resources, 

he does not bring his family with him and he works very hard to earn money to send back to them. 

He adds to the economy by doing jobs that many Brits would not be prepared to do. 

 

We know the pressures the steady flow of immigrants has caused in British society though we hear 

less about the benefits they bring; nor do we have much idea what they think about us. Lev 

expected to find men who looked like Alec Guinness in The Bridge on the River Kwai but found 

they were often slovenly with shaven heads and garish tattoos and not so different from those he 

worked alongside in the sawmills back home before losing his job. The early death of his wife, his 

responsibility for his adored small daughter and his ageing mother, the need of money in a 

decaying village persuade Lev to leave for London. Surely the streets there must still be paved with 

some gold, though at 42 it’s a little late to start looking. Fortunately he’s a dreamer with a will of 

iron and the luck of the devil,  as well as being strikingly handsome — as Lydia, the woman ‘with 

the mud-splash of moles’ across her face, sitting beside him on the bus, is quick to spot. She is a 

translator and teaches him a little English on the bus and gives him her address in London. Lydia 

becomes his saviour on many occasions. 

 

The description of Lev's life in London and Britain has an economy that doesn't affect its vividly 

tangible, sensual accuracy and the occasional subtle and not so subtle observations of Britishness 

and Londonness in particular. The smells, tastes, colours and recollections invoked from delivering 

leaflets for a kebab shop and sleeping in a doorway to becoming a lodger with a divorced, drunken  

but kind Irish plumber; from a washer- upper in a posh restaurant to a chef in an old people's home, 

from picking asparagus in the muddy fields for a minimum wage to buying a jacket for £170 for a 

play premiere, are all part of his adventure. We share his experiences with him and understand his 

horror at some aspects of British life- the hypocrisy rampant in the art world and the obese, over 

consuming population.. 

 

Lev's stay in Britain is punctuated with numerous reminiscences of life in the home country. Apart 

from with Lydia, he doesn't maintain a relationship with the community of incomers (that is 

perhaps the one thing that makes Lev less of a stereotypical migrant). But he keeps in touch with 

home and in particular, his exuberant friend Rudi, who runs a taxi service in their home village of 

Auror using an ancient Chevy ("Tchevi"). The vignettes of that old life and that old country 

provide a counterpoint to Lev's life in London. He eventually lets go of the mourning for his wife -

transcending the individual pain. This becomes symbolic of letting go of the past in general.  

 

Eventually, a threat of a catastrophe at home provides a focus and a vision of future for Lev. The 

prodigal son must return and not empty-handed. His elderly mother cannot be expected to bear the 

burden of supporting his daughter – especially when they are going to have to move out of their 

village to make way for the new dam. He is spurred into action. His dream is born but he is unsure 

how to achieve it. Some of us felt uneasy at his achievement, feeling it was too idealistic. Others 

celebrated it. We are of course made up of optimists and pessimists and we all have different 

reactions to the books we read.  

 



One point we all agreed on. Tremain’s characterisation is outstanding. We are introduced to a rich 

multicultural blend of Londoners. Ahmed, a Muslim kebab-shop owner struggling to keep his 

business afloat in the post-9/11 world, gives Lev his first job, distributing leaflets. (“What’s up?” 

Ahmed asks quietly when he hears Lev weeping in the men’s room. “Nothing,” Lev says. To which 

Ahmed responds, “When men cry, it is never for nothing.”)  

 

Lev also makes a friend in Christy, a divorced Irish plumber who resents his upwardly mobile ex-

wife and pines for his daughter; and  falls in love with Sophie, a young chef with a lizard tattoo 

who flirts with the restaurant’s celebrity guests but helps elderly people on Sundays at a retirement 

home called Ferndale Heights. Ruby, one of the Ferndale residents, is a rich old woman whose 

grown-up children neglect her. When Lev accompanies Sophie on her visits, Ruby confides her 

“guilt at how useless my life has been” and shares memories of her childhood in India, particularly 

a school pageant for the British viceroy, when she held half of the letter “O” in a welcome sign. “I 

sometimes think,” she confides, “That’s all your life has amounted to, Ruby Constad, being half of 

something.” 

 

Lev meets other economic migrants: Lydia, his companion on the bus to London, proves to be an 

important relationship. She is a different kind of migrant to Lev : an educated woman on her own 

path to self-reinvention, searching for adventure rather than financial reward. She looks 

“determinedly straight ahead, like a gymnast trying to balance on a beam”; and two Chinese field 

workers, Jimmy and Sonny, who laugh as they harvest asparagus, offering living proof that you 

can create your own happiness, even in far from happy circumstances.  

 

Most vividly drawn are the heroics of his best friend, Rudi, a cocky dreamer whose battered sky-

blue Chevrolet (“my girl,” “my baby,” but most often “the Tchevi”) has been converted into a taxi, 

its front door secured with the hinges from a baby’s pram, its windows de-iced with vodka.  

Tremain understands there’s heroism in the everyday act of survival, and she gradually brings Lev 

to the point where he can see this for himself. 

 

A major character is food. Food is of huge importance to Lev -in the beginning just to survive and 

later to make a living by. We have his first taste of fast food at Victoria station- hot dogs from a 

stall- contrasted with the food served for dinner at the home of Lydia’s friends in the „paradise of 

Muswell Hill-„ sea bass and picquant red pepper soup. After the years of eating bland and boring 

Communist food, Lev is enchanted by this glimpse of fine middle-class eating. His passion for 

food becomes his escape route and he eventually returns home with his newly acquired skills to 

open a restaraunt. He works very hard to save money. – eventually being able to set up his own 

business, as British pounds are worth more in his home country. Some of us disliked this ending –

finding it too idealistic and too unconvincing. Lev is also left 3000 pounds by Ruby, the old lady in 

the home. And maybe this was a little far-fetched- but not impossible. 

 

The most moving passages about food are centred on the old peoples home. Lev transforms the 

residents‘ lives by introducing healthy, delicious meals and most of all by producing fun menus- 

describing choices as „watermelon sorbet with no black seeds or rubbish in it“ or Chef’s fantastic 



fish gratin with zero bones and non-crap crumb“ or „totally non- bullshitting Guiness-marinated 

Irish stew"“ The quality of the lives of the residents is improved beyond measure. 

 

Lunchtime was noisier now. People ate more. Talked more, lingered longer at the table. „ if you 

ask me, it’s a bloody miracle“ Lev heard Douglas observe one afternoon. „ We eat better now than 

down the pub.“ 

 

Ethnic cooking is featured. Jasmina, Christy‘s charming Asian girlfriend, seduces him (and us) 

with her exquisite home cooking. Ahmed’s greasy kebabs are one step up from the hot dogs. 

Lydia’s hard boiled eggs on the journey are comfort food. Food is a large part of contemporary 

British life. We were a nation with a reputation for the worst food in the world- now we have some 

of the best restaraunts and a national obsession with eating.. And with a choice of cuisine from all 

over the world- reflecting the cosmopolitan nature of London. Lev’s rise from washing up in a 

kitchen to becoming his own chef is an inspiring tale of triumph over adversity. 

 

The Road Home would be a decent novel if it was just a reflection of the modern immigrant 

experience, but it's much more than that. Lev is, indeed a kind of Everyman, but he's also his own 

person, not just a sketch of an Eastern European, he's got his own history as well as the History that 

made his country and his people and, he's a likeable person in his own right, a good man essentially, 

compassionate and grown up, although not immune to an occasional outburst of anger, passion and 

despair that makes him - makes us - mad and bad and lost and stupid. 

 

Optimistic but not trite and beautifully written, The Road Home is humanistic writing at its best, 

and most of us were very impressed and enjoyed reading it very much. One or two of us were less 

enthusiastic. One common criticism was that Tremain explained too much and emphasised the 

details too often. Not enough was left to the imagination. Another criticism was that the subject 

was depressing .( But one was drawn into the story and sucked into caring about Lev and what 

would happen to him.) Some felt that Slavic fatalism dominated the theme- Lev is“ being tossed 

around like a log of wood in the river of life.“ A slightly unfair criticism as Tremain is writing 

about an East European man who is likely to have this melancholic characteristic..  

 

In contrast, one of us said „The Road Home“ was brilliant- one of the best books I’ve read in many 

a year. It was a pleasure to read- Tremain’s style is simple and flowing –I was carried forward 

from beginning to end. My only criticism- I didn‘t want it to end." And this was from one of our 

male members who has been known to be quite cutting about female writers!! 

 

The Road Home prompted lively and insightful discussions. We found there was not enough time 

to cover all the points we would have liked to discuss. Discussing Lev’s personality- his dark side- 

was at the core of one of our meetings. At another, we focused on the experience of the migrant. 

We also looked in detail at Tremain’s gift for storytelling. For me there is a particular pleasure in 

knowing that a book I have recommended has been a source of many hours of happy reading. Rose 

Tremain did not disappoint.“ I liked it so much that I am going to read it again. And I very rarely 

read a book twice.“ Praise indeed. 



 


