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An entry in the BBC World Service (short story) competition 2002. 

 

 

Back in Business! 
by David James Irlam 

 

 

I have I suppose become a bit of a recluse in the last decade or so. After suffering twenty-five 

years in the rat race I tired of making money, mindless competition, managing a family 

building business and the inevitable acquisition of worldly goods.  

 

I had been lucky though! By the skin of my teeth I had patriotically survived the austere 

Thatcher years, decided enough was enough and retired abroad at the age of forty. I bought a 

little boat and sailed for a while in a new land with sunny skies, clean air and blue seas 

enjoying a new found freedom. The luxury of waking each morning, diving into the refreshing 

ocean before my eyes were hardly open and then, while eating freshly caught fish for 

breakfast, deciding where or whether I would go and what I would do, if anything, that day. 

 

I was the master of my own destiny. Had escaped the fiscal world for good, or so I thought! 

 

Afternoons would often find me sitting on some sunny quayside chipping away at bits of 

scavenged wood, making one thing or another to enhance my floating home, until I discovered 

a place where I felt happy to settle. A quiet and peaceful, yet cosmopolitan, Mediterranean 

island.  

 

I was lucky again to buy a derelict, stone-built cottage, high up in the mountains for very little 

money. It had a dribble of running water from an old steel pipe and an electricity pole nearby 

that could avail me power. The next few years I spent in restoring my little house alone. All 

materials had to be brought by donkeys to the out of the way venue, as the island is 

archeologically protected and allows no motorised transport. To further my endeavours I’d 

built a workshop underneath - where animals once lived - to make doors, window frames, 

kitchen cupboards and the like and over the years collected many useful tools. 

 

Now I’m not a man who likes sitting around, or wasting resources, and I’d always promised 

myself to do something artistic when time allowed. So as the house began to take shape I 

began to wonder what I might do to occupy my time in the years to come! Winters could be 

cold, so I’d installed a wood burning stove to enhance the homely comforts, and employed 

donkeys to bring firewood a ton at a time to feed it. As the logs were too big to fit the stove 

and too dense and oily to cut by hand I bought a chainsaw. It was this horribly noisy, 

dangerous and anti-social tool that introduced me to the fascinating innards of the olivewood 

logs. 
 

I could see pictures, faces, fishes and beautiful women’s bodies in the twisting grain patterns 

as I cut them open. The outer layers were creamy, almost white, surrounding a dark 

interwoven circle of brown hues at the centre. Whilst cutting the firewood I started to collect 
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what I thought were exceptionally figured samples and stored them undercover to dry. I read a 

lot. Thirsty for knowledge about curing, working and finishing wood, I practised my 

newfound art at every opportunity.  

It took me another ten years before I was able to produce work I felt proud of. 

 

I’d tried, fuelled with a bounding enthusiasm, everything from sculptures, bowls, and carvings 

to complex French polished boxes with internal trays. I’d even started with figurines and 

icons, combining my wood with traditional fresco, gesso and egg tempera paint. It was not 

unusual for me to work fourteen workshop hours a day, seven days a week when I felt 

inspired, sometimes reaching such sympathy with my chosen material it felt as though the 

olivewood was telling me what to do. Working me, instead of me working it! 

 

When a piece was finished I’d store it in an upstairs room, away from the dusty workshop. It 

was a low, whitewashed room with four shuttered windows penetrating its three-foot thick 

stone fabric. The rafters and roof boards supporting the clay tiles above glistened with 

multiple coats of linseed oil as they rose to the shallow apex. I hung some of my creations 

around the walls, or arranged them on windowsills and tall slender wooden stands in the 

corners. An alcove had been converted by fitting shelves and glass doors to keep smaller 

pieces clean and protected. Eventually despairing of the dusty workshop and starting to do my 

final finishing work upstairs, I began to call the room a studio! 

 

The rare visitors, mostly friends, who entered my space, seemed genuinely pleased with my 

efforts. The odd one would ask how much something might cost and I honestly replied that I 

didn’t know. You see I’d never really thought about selling anything. I’d developed a phobia 

of selling in any form. That’s why I was here! Secretly though I knew that one-day I would 

have to sell, if only to make space for the things I was yet to make.  

 

A sculpture could take a month from conception to completion and I really wasn’t keen to part 

with any of them. Each piece with its unique grain patterns contained in essence, my idea, my 

vision at that point in time. It had held my focused attention and concealed a piece of myself 

within its lovingly scraped and polished surface. I liked the company of having them around. 

Bowls I turned for relaxation and gave most of them away as presents.  

Boxes are different. They are quicker to make than sculptures, about a week for a nice one, but 

require greater discipline in their making. In other words there is a lot of thinking, detailed 

measuring and concentration needed to end up with a satisfactory box. 

 

The studio really was getting full and, never going anywhere, I’d ceased giving things away. 

So in a fit of determination I produced a price list of the items I was prepared to part with. The 

months of blazing hot summer rolled by when nothing moved outside during daylight hours 

besides ants, and so it was with great surprise I found myself called to the garden door by an 

insistent knocking. 

 

It was a middle-aged man fanning his sweating face with a cream fedora.  He was obviously 
suffering from his long walk up in the heat.  

‘I’m holidaying here and would like to visit the studio’ he explained. ‘I’ve heard about your 

work through friends of friends and thought I might pick up a thing or two for presents while 

I’m in the area, so to speak’.  
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Inviting him in to the studio’s shade, I sat him down in a comfy chair with a frothy frappe and 

a glass of ice cold water within easy reach. We chatted, giving him a chance to recover, before 

I pulled out a few boxes from the display cabinet. 

 

‘Oh very nice’ he cooed, donning his reading glasses, ‘really lovely, just what I was looking 

for… I know some people who would love having one of these as a present’. He paused, 

lifting the boxes and scrutinizing them from all angles, whilst I like a typical salesman stood to 

attention, ready to answer any query. ‘Hmmm Beautiful...’ clearing his throat. ‘Hmmm 

Hmmm. Are they expensive?’ he diplomatically proceeded. 

 

I slid my unused price-list onto the table within his grasp and stood back awaiting the 

inevitable. This is the moment artists worry about. If they wish to make a sale, and this could 

be my first, they must be prepared to justify the value that is put on their precious time. 

 

‘Hmmm.’ His hand grasped the water glass and he draughted deeply. ‘A bit pricey aren’t  

they’ he mused, the spotless nail of his index finger scrolling down the list.  

‘Depends how you look at it doesn’t it’ I replied too quickly, immediately biting my tongue as 

brain-archived business sense warned me about being too defensive.  

In the silence he continued. ‘Yes but  a box is just  a box after all, isn’t it? When all’s  said and 

done, it’s only wood.’ 

 

‘I guess what it’s made of has something to do with it’ I soothingly offered.  

‘Olivewood you mean? Yes I admit it looks good but what’s your point?’ he parried.  

‘Well you can’t just go down to your local wood store and order it ready thicknessed and kiln 

dried you know’. I was starting to get excited like a thoroughbred racehorse approaching the 

third fence. ‘My logs are stored, cut, air dried, planed and sanded in a three year process to 

make sure the wood doesn’t move after the box is made. Even then I have to discard about 

75% of the material as being unsuitable in terms of colour, grain pattern, consistent density, 

devoidity of infestation and usable unflawed size.’ 

 

He was studying the box in more detail now. ‘What’s this black wood set in the top and 

sides?’ he asked. ‘Looks like ebony.’  

‘Yes it is. African ebony imported in lumps from a mail order craft shop in England’ I smiled, 

trying to ignore the memories of cutting and sanding the stuff, its poisonous black dust 

hanging in the air illuminated by sunlight through the workshop window.  

‘And what do you glue the joints with PU or Epoxy? It must be good stuff.’ He tugged 

playfully at the mitred corners.  

‘I use only hide glue and other traditional dissolvable materials’ I explained ‘so if the box 

should ever sustain damage, any competent woodworker would be able to restore it 

completely’. 

 

‘It really is a good varnish, it’s like glass. Polyurethane is it? Oh no’ he quickly corrected 

himself ‘that’s not dissolvable is it, so what kind of varnish do you use?’  
‘Well it’s not exactly a varnish’ I replied. ‘It’s an alcohol based lacquer applied in dozens of 

thin coats and with a padded rag not a brush.’  Now I felt I was on safe ground!  

‘And how do you get the finish on the inside as good as on the outside’ he asked, stroking his 

fingers over the sheen. ‘Is there a trick?’  
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‘No there’s no trick. I just scrape, sand and fill until the inner surfaces are as flat and smooth 

as I can make them. Then I french polish the inner sides, both sides of the bottom and the 

inside of the top before gluing the boxes together. I then repeat the whole procedure again for 

the outside surfaces after assembling them.  

Polishing takes a long time and really can’t be rushed in any way’ I added, reaching for the 

water myself. 

‘Do you make many mistakes?’  he chuckled. 

‘A single error can set me back days so I tend to check everything three and four times before 

ever beginning to remove wood. It’s a bit scary at times.’ 

‘So couldn’t you make them a bit cheaper?’  

‘Well, I could replace the thin jointed olivewood panel that forms the bottom  with a piece of 

plywood’ I whined ‘or I could leave out the ebony inlay or not French polish the insides, that 

would save a lot of time.’ 

  

I paused for my brain to catch up with my mouth! What was happening to me? I was selling 

again and enjoying it! 

 

‘Look, if I wasn’t making them to the best of my ability I wouldn’t be happy making them at 

all. Then you might not like them or still might think them expensive for what they are. Maybe 

you have to view  the eternal aspect’ I continued, beginning to get into my stride now. ‘Firstly 

these items are hand-made, unique, one-off designs made from an unusual and difficult-to- 

work-with material. I won’t labour the historical associations of the Olive tree with peace, 

hope and our beautiful Athena, Greek goddess of Art, and the sower of my source. Secondly, 

the beauty of this wood is infinitely enhanced as its subtle colours darken over the years, while 

the odd polishing with beeswax builds up a superb protective patina. So if the box is what you 

like, is made to last and is infinitely restorable it becomes a treasured, cared-for heirloom or 

coveted antique as it passes down through generations.  

Incidentally they don’t like sun, or radiators  and  abhor water in any form’ I concluded, the 

last fence cleared.  

 

‘So I’ll put them back in the cabinet then shall I?’  

As I stooped to collect up my work his free hand whisked a second box from the table…  

‘No, I’ll take these two with me now if that’s all right. Will cash be OK?’ 

 

Well I’ll be…!  

It looks like I’m Back in Business! 

 
Irlam Hydra 2002 

 

 


