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THE BALLAD OF SYD & MORGAN by Haydn 
Middleton (Propolis, UK; 2018; 185 pages)

In 1968 author EM Forster was 89 years old 
and living out his twilight years in rooms 

at King’s College, Cambridge. The novels that 
had earned him a reputation as one of Eng-
land’s great writers and social commentators—
A Room With a View, Howards End, Passage 
to India—had been 
published more than 
a half century ear-
lier. Meanwhile, 22 
year-old Syd Barrett 
was living less than 
two miles away, and 
struggling to move 
forward with his life 
after parting compa-
ny with Pink Floyd.

For his novel The 
Ballad of Syd & Mor-
gan, author Haydn 
Middleton came up 
with a fanciful but intriguing premise: what if 
these two eccentric, quintessentially English 
artists and social outsiders had met? And so 
it came to pass that in the autumn of 1968, a 
young man in a crushed velvet jacket and Cu-
ban heels climbs the stairs to Forster’s rooms 
and knocks. The old man, it seems, had pur-
chased one of Syd’s paintings some years ear-
lier, and the artist wants to ask him to return 
it. That transaction was the first time Syd had 
received money for his art, and he now be-
lieves that was what set his life on “the wrong 
path.” By retrieving the painting and returning 
the money, maybe he can somehow put things 
right again.

What follows is a fireside conversation 
between the two men that lasts through the 
evening—and the duration of the book. They 
discuss their lives, their work, their families, 
their struggles, their losses, and the purpose of 
their existence. Their conversation has an easy, 
almost musical flow, and the effect is mesmer-
izing. “I have felt today with you, often, that my 
speech is being prompted from without, but by 
one who knows what I need to say,” remarks 
Forster at one point. That really sums up what 
Middleton has accomplished with this remark-
able book, channeling the voices of these two 
artistic giants in an authentic and compelling 
way, in the process providing unexpected new 
insights into their characters and their work. 

By the end of the book, they have each 
gained some new wisdom, having bridged a 
vast generational chasm to discover that they 
have much in common. “It is our calling, Roger, 
to bring a little gaiety to the nation,” Forster ad-
vises Barrett in parting. “Somewhere along the 
line there must be a selection, a setting apart 
of the goats from the sheep. We flit in and out. 
Like Bede’s sparrow. Like the mayfly. Strutting 
and fretting our hour upon the stage. We poor 
things may be of the moment, but the work 
shines on.”

If you’re a fan of Barrett, Forster or both, I 
have no doubt this book will move you, as it 
did me. Through it, their work shines on. (Mike 
Stax)

What inspired the idea of putting Syd Bar-
rett and EM Forster together? Did you feel 
there were certain attributes they shared in 
their work or their personalities?

This is something I can be very explicit 
about. I’ve loved Syd’s music and Forster’s fic-
tion since my teens, and in the autumn of 2015 
I was re-reading A Room with a View while lis-
tening to a playlist of my own on shuffle, and 
just as I finished the book “Interstellar Over-
drive” began to play. My partner was that day 
in Cambridge, so I put the three things together 
and thought: what if Syd Barrett had happened 
to cross paths with EM Forster in Cambridge, 
where they’d been near neighbours for a couple 
of decades? Before that moment, I’d never con-
sidered they might have anything in common 
(and nor, I’d hazard, had anyone else), but the 
more I then looked into it, the more I started to 
find. Most particularly, they both seemed to me 
to be artistic subversives “opening the gates of 
the establishment from within,” as I have one 
of them say in the novel.

How did you go about finding an authentic 
voice for each of them? What kind of research 
was involved?

 Mainly I tried to build up their voices from 
what I’d gleaned about them from their work. 
I read the relevant biographies, all of which 
were good in their own ways, and also many 
accounts written by people who knew either of 
the two men, but I was more concerned with 
their creative impulses, or lack of them, than 
their personalities as such. To that end, I have 
them delivering lines about the making of art 
which they may never actually have delivered, 
but which seemed at least defensible in light 
of what they produced. In terms of how their 
voices actually sounded, I found the few You-
Tube clips of either Syd or Forster in conversa-
tion to be incredibly useful. I tried very hard to 
follow the cadences.

When and how did you discover the music 
of Syd Barrett, and why do you feel it connect-
ed so deeply with you?

 A very good school friend who died tragi-
cally young lent me his single of “See Emily 
Play” a couple of years after it was released (I’d 
missed it on Top of the Pops) and I couldn’t get 
enough of it. I think the song’s textures capti-
vated me as much as anything. It still does. As 
a huge Kinks fan in my boyhood, I loved Syd’s 

English accent too. At college in the 
early ‘70s, post-Syd Pink Floyd were 
ubiquitous, with Syd’s solo work far 
less familiar, but it was the latter to 
which I was drawn. I didn’t fully 
engage with it all until I was in my 
forties, though, and a bit worn down 
by the world. Personally I still don’t 
think the solo work is really a young 
man’s music. Or not exclusively so. I 
don’t even really think of it as music 
a lot of the time.

And how about Forster’s books?

 I read the short stories first at school and as 
a sci-fi buff was very taken with The Machine 
Stops. I came properly to the novels in my early 
twenties, being gobsmacked by the achieve-
ment of Howards End but finding The Longest  
Journey, Forster’s own favorite, the one that 
moved me most. As with Syd’s music, I’d be 
hard put to say quite why. I like the kind of un-
varnished way Forster communicates with the 
reader, conversational and so funny, yet with 
such perfect linguistic poise. Subliminally I 
must have felt that I could trust in the artistic 
voices of both Syd Barrett and EM Forster. If 
you trust in the voice, you’re more willing to be 
told where to go.

The book has an easy, almost musical flow. 
Did you find it easy to write or was it hard 
going?

 I wrote it basically in two goes. After that 
initial “What If?” moment in 2015, I spent six 
months or so writing an uncommissioned draft 
(alongside my paid work). It didn’t just feature 
Syd and Morgan at that point, but had cam-
eos from four others who were in or around 
Cambridge in autumn 1968: Jane Hawking, 
Germaine Greer, Antony Gormley, and Prince 
Charles. The draft was titled The King’s Ca-
boodle, which I still rather like, and it was 
great fun to write, but probably not very mar-
ketable. I set it aside until the middle of 2017, 
then decided to redraft it as a two-hander, but 
with the god Pan as a hovering third presence. 
(Pan would doubtless say that it was he who 
facilitated that decision.) That took another 
six months or so, again alongside other work. I 
have to say it came easily, and I much appreci-
ated having so much ‘source material’ to hand, 
to guide me through the characters’ encounter. 
To the extent that I finally felt I was providing a 
transcript, not making stuff up.

What has been the response so far from 
Barrett and/or Forster fans?

I have to say I’d expected brickbats. Fans 
can be very protective of ‘their’ icons, and the 
internet can be a sorry testimony to how far 
they’re prepared to go to assert the primacy of 
their own views. In the blog section of my web-
site (www.haydnmiddleton.com) I refer to some 
of what has been said in reviews, and slightly 
surprisingly it has mostly so far been positive. 
There are also some appreciative comments 
there from fans themselves. At the events I’ve 
done, many people have introduced them-
selves as a fan of one man or the other, or both, 

An interview with Haydn Middleton
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then given me a thumbs up. 

The most pleasing response has come from 
Syd’s own family. I actually did a radio inter-
view with Syd’s beloved younger sister Rose-
mary, during which she was kind enough to 
say, “Uncannily the book is a very, very good 
representation of Syd… I couldn’t believe that 
Haydn hadn’t actually met him… I felt very 
close to Syd when I read the book… It was love-
ly – yeah – it was a great feeling. Really, really 
nice to feel close to him again. And I thought 
they must have been best friends, Haydn and 
Syd.” The other thing fans of both men have 
regularly said is, “This must be turned into a 
play.” Watch this space! •

LOOK WOT THEY DUN!: THE ULTIMATE GUIDE 
TO UK GLAM ROCK ON TV IN THE ‘70S by Peter 
Checksfield (CreateSpace Independent Publish-
ing Platform, UK, 2018, paperback, 285 pages) 

Hot on the heels of last year’s Channelling 
The Beat: The Ultimate Guide To UK ‘60s Pop 
On TV comes a publication adhering to the 
same format, listing and commenting upon 
TV appearances, home 
and aboard, by acts 
that flowered, how-
ever momentarily, dur-
ing a period when, in 
the UK singles charts 
anyway, Woodstock 
patched pastels were 
chic no more while 
‘in’ then were sequins, 
form-fitting lurex, gold 
lamé, stiletto heels and 
mascara-ed gentlemen 
dressed up almost like 
ladies. Thus Top 30 
strikes by T Rex, Slade and the Sweet heralded 
the Grand Entrance of the greater excesses of 
Gary Glitter, the veritable overlord of what was 
now labelled “glam rock”—and the emergence 
too of a breed of thinking man’s glam-rocker 
in an embrace of literate compositions and a 
clever hybrid of kitsch and prog-rock by such 
as David Bowie and Roxy Music—whose Bryan 
Ferry and Paul Thompson were, like Bowie, 
among a veritable host of glam practitioners 

who made their first forays into pop in the 
1960s. Others included Glitter, Roy Wood, Jeff 
Lynne, Suzy Quatro (British by affinity), David 
Essex, Rubettes front man Alan Williams, Marc 
Bolan, Freddie Mercury, and rabble-rousers-in-
chief Slade, formerly the In Betweens, who’d 
previously adopted a skinhead image for which 
a 1970 ‘progressive’ 45, “Shape of Things to 
Come,” was unsuited—though it offered half-
hidden clues of what they were to become, and, 
more pragmatically, procured them a maiden 
Top of the Pops slot on the 2nd of April 1970 
(footage of which, notes Checksfield, is “unfor-
tunately lost”). 

Warranting sections to themselves too are the 
Rolling Stones, the Kinks, the Move, the Faces, 
and the Sensational Alex Harvey Band, who all 
emphasized glam elements they’d always pos-
sessed. Even pre-Merseybeat hit parade con-
tender Shane Fenton was exhumed to bowdler-
ize Glitter’s name as Alvin Stardust, while the 
Sweet (traceable to Wainwright’s Gentlemen, 
formed circa 1962), Mud (1966), Chicory Tip 
(1967) and Elton John abandoned their sensible 
jeans and Woodstock intensity to go the whole 
flash hog too. On Top of the Pops, an expedient 
toy windmill twirled on Jeff Lynne’s hat as he 
lip-synched ELO’s debut single. 

While the author addresses the trajectories 
of most acts concerned, I wondered why, say, 
Paul Da Vinci—albeit responsible for the re-
markable falsetto-freighted lead vocals on the 
Rubettes’ “Sugar Baby Love” magnum opus—
and dance troupe Pan’s People deserved an en-
try each in the light of the complete absence of 
dramatis personae such as John Howard, who, 
if a latecomer like Queen, was the subject of 
an extravagant publicity blitz that amounted to 
overkill—and Dana Gillespie, a Bowie produc-
tion client, launched amid business involving 
whips, suspender belts and doubts about her 
sexuality.

This quibble, nonetheless, didn’t prevent 
me from losing myself in this digest for the rest 
of the morning and into the afternoon after it 
landed on my doormat - and, if you’re not care-
ful too, you’ll find you won’t be able to drag 
yourself away easily after even an ostensibly 
cursory dip into Look Wot They Dun! (Alan 
Clayson)
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