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Poetry higlight of the year 

In June this year, Chris Sievey, 
the creator of Frank Sidebottom, 
sadly passed away shortly after 
receiving treatment for cancer. 
Sievey created a character that 
was loved by many, none more so 
than in his home town of Timper-
ley and the wider city of Man-
chester. Following the disclosure 
that Sievey died a penniless man and 
faced a pauper’s funeral, fans of Frank 
Sidebottom and his family rallied to 
raise the funds to give him the proper 
good send off that he deserved. Many 
fans turned up for his funeral and in 
June a memorial evening was held at 
the Castlefield Arena which The Pop-
lar Tree attended. Around 5,000 fans 
showed up for the evening of laughter 
as some of Frank’s best moments were 
aired on a giant screen. The ‘best of 
the best’ moments included his anima-
tions and a never seen before video 
of Frank having a sleepover at Johnny 
Marr’s house, with hilarious footage of 
him having a shower while still wear-
ing his suit and papier-mache head. 
One of The Poplar Tree’s favourite 
photographs taken from the evening 

is that of his beloved Timperley 
FC (shown below) - it just shows 
what good mates Frank had and 
how highly Sievey was regarded 

by everyone who knew him. Last year The Poplar Tree 
made a birthday cake of Frank, I emailed him to tell 
him about it but never got around to emailing him the 
photo, so I think it’s fitting that I finally get to publish 
it in this little tribute. Frank will be sadly missed, but 
will be remembered this Christmas by every one of his 
fans. If anyone would like to donate to his statue fund 
please follow this link: http://www.franksidebottom.
org.uk/
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EARLIER THIS YEAR, The Poplar Tree  
enlisted as a volunteer for the Manchester  
Literature Festival 2010 and in October it enjoyed 
many exciting events when it greeted guests on 
the doors and soaked up the atmosphere of an-
other brilliant festival organised by Cathy Bolton 
and John Atkin. 

The first event The Poplar Tree attended was 
a lecture held on Burgess’s Manchester by  
Jonathon Schofield and it was there it met  
Robert Bester, another co-volunteer who 
found the lit festival an inspiration. Robert 
decided to set up his literary-inspired blog:  
http://freshscribble.blogspot.com/ on which you 
can find a great little write up of the Burgess event. 

The second event on The Poplar Tree calendar 
was the Manchester Blog Awards held at the 
Deaf Institute. After reading Ribbons and Leaves:  
http://ribbonsampersandleaves.blogspot.com/ 
The Poplar Tree secretly hoped it would win the award 
for Best Arts and Culture Blog (which it duly did).  

Next it was Is There A Novelist In The House? and after 
hearing all the aspiring novelists pitch their novel ideas 
(excuse the pun) The Poplar Tree was quietly rooting 
for Guy Parkinson, author of Scarecrow. The novel is 
a really, REALLY dark tale set in the grim north, about 
an abused teenage girl who believes a scarecrow is 
talking to her. Unfortunately it was a bit too grim for 
the judging panel as Parkinson missed out on the 
top spot, but you can read parts of his novel here:  
http://www.authonomy.com/books/1323/scarecrow/

The Poplar Tree met volunteer Rob Bester again at the 
Chuck Perkins event, which we were unable to watch 
because it was completely and utterly sold-out. The 
The Poplar Tree did get to meet Chuck briefly before he 
was due onstage and inhaled his very nice aftershave. 
http://voices.e-poets.net/PerkinsC/

As well as the meet and greet duties as a volunteer, 
The Poplar Tree also got to review Robin Ince’s Bad 
Book Club and Seamus Heaney’s recital. The festival  
experience was without a shadow of a doubt, the 
best thing The Poplar Tree has done in 2010, not only 
for the literary events themselves, but more for the  
opportunity it gave to meet like-minded people. It 
made The Poplar Tree realise that there are lots of 
Mancunian English graduates who are doing day jobs 
they didn’t quite 
dream of. Hope-
fully next year’s 
festival will re-
turn bigger and 
better than ever 
and, The Poplar 
Tree will again 
enlist its services 
when the lineup 
is announced. Robin Ince’s Bad Book Club

http://freshscribble.blogspot.com/
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To date, The Poplar Tree’s entry for Missing Thumbs 
in Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, has so far had over 
5,000 hits. That doesn’t sound much, but considering 
that most of the other entries on this blog max out at 
around the 6 views per day mark, I think it’s pretty 
good going.  
 
The puzzle of missing thumbs has gripped many 
people’s imaginations and the theories about why 
some of the people in Hillcoat’s film version don’t 
have them are varied. What has been surprising is 

the amount of 
detail people 
have gone into, 
with many re-
sponses being 
almost essay-
like in their 
detail. There’s a 
lot of specula-
tion on Guy 

Pearce’s character, ‘The Veteran’, with many feeling 
ambivalent about whether or not he is ‘carrying the 
fire’ as a good guy or is in fact a cannibal road-agent 
bad guy.  
 
But the most enlightening repsonses to missing 
thumbs in The Road have been posted by two people 
who have both served their nations in the army. One 
of them called ‘Kebman’ wrote:  
 
I’m Norwegian, and I was sent to the border to Russia 
to serve my country, far to the North-East. I remember 
when the new guys came in during the winter. It was 
about -30°C below freezing and they were sent out on 
their first field march, camping in their scruffy little 
button-up tents in the snow. Poor bastards.

Most of the soldiers were freezing, but they did their 
best to keep warm over their small portable stoves. 
One guy couldn’t hack it, though. Or rather, he did. 
When he was sent out to fetch fire wood, he put down 
his thumb on a wooden block and hacked it off with 
his axe. I still remember the blood in the snow.

It was a real waste since he had many other options 
to get away, but when people get desperate, they stop 
thinking, I guess.
 
The Poplar Tree was blown away when it read this 
post. The guy Kebman talks about, lobs his thumb off 
so that he can no longer take part in military opera-
tions - was  it an act of desperation, or madness? 
Sharing a commune is to an extent similar to being 
in the army because there are rules and regulations 
to follow, so were the missing thumbs in The Road 
an act of desperation so that they could escape and 
survive? This debate is certain to go on and on.  
 
Many people have also commented that they’ve been 
inspired to read McCarthy’s novel after watching 
Hillcoat’s film and certainly for The Poplar Tree, no 
film has ever effected it in such a way as The Road 
did. It really challenged my way of thinking about 
the world and how fragile life is. It also spurred me 
into reading what is one of the greatest novels of the 
twenty-first century so far. 
The Poplar Tree has a feel-
ing that the riddle of miss-
ing thumbs will continue 
to be debated for well into 
2011 - thumbs up to that!

The Poplar Tree’s most successful entry of 2010

Red Star Over Russia at  

London’s Tate Gallery

The Poplar Tree “interacts” with a good 
book at the Tate - ps no, I am not a 
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BOOKS THE POPLAR TREE  
ENJOYED THIS YEAR

 
Nagasaki - Dr Akizuki • The Guardian Guide To A Career in  

Journalism - Chris Alden • The Hell of It All - Charlie Brooker •  
A Clockwork Orange - Anthony Burgess • The Road - Cormac  

McCarthy • Reading In the Dark - Seamus Deane • The God Squad 
– Paddy Doyle • As I Lay Dying – William Faulkner •The Renegade 
Writer - Linda Formicelli & Diana Burrell • The End of The Affair - 

Graeme Greene • Human Chain - Seamus Heaney • Birthday Letters 
- Ted Hughes • Red Star Over Russia - David King • Anthony Burgess 
- Roger Lewis  • Collected Poems - Michael Longley • Mexican Food 

Made Simple - Thomasina Miers • Pygmy - Chuck Palahniuk •  
Survivor – Chuck Palahniuk • Ariel - Sylvia Plath •  

Meridian - Alice Walker
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TV SHOWS THE POPLAR TREE  
ENJOYED THIS YEAR

One Born Every Minute – frightening and beautiful •This Is England 86 – bril-
liant script, brilliant cast •  The Wedding House – unexpected comedy gold • 
The Apprentice – Lord Allan riding out the recession • The Inbetweeners – or-

angeade pee and happy memories of best friends • Psychoville - for serial killer 
David Sowerbutts • Man vs Food Series 3 - still all you can eat and more • A 

Passionate Woman - for Billie Piper, god the 50s were depressing • Tower Block 
of Commons - MPs swapped duck houses for life on the breadline • Blood, 

Sweat and Luxuries - thought provoking and humbling • Peep Show - Super 
Hans, super laughs • Eastenders – only for when Phil was a crack addict for one 

month and he had his Here’s Johnny! moment • The X Factor -  
for the auditions and Wagner • Taking the Keys Away - documentary on el-

derly drivers, both worrying and tragic • America’s Medicated Kids - an unreal 
America reality • The Trip - for Coogan and Brydon dicking around in posh 

restaurants • Coronation Street - The tram crash: who needs panto at Christmas 
when you’ve got Corriegeddon.


