
BARB TURNER 

 

Although I haven’t lived in Victoria since I was 17 years old, somehow Victoria and Oak Bay High 

School have been woven through everything that followed. 

After Oak Bay High, I spent a year at UVic before I won an exchange scholarship to go to university 

somewhere else. Well, I sort of won it. Steve Bigsby (OBHS 64) actually won it, but he was also running 

for UVic Student Council President. When he won the election, I got the scholarship. 

I decided to go to Queen’s, which I loved and where (ignoring the “exchange” part) I stayed on to do a 

BA and an MA. I started getting terrific marks (I still haven’t figured that one out), coming first English 

and I think in Arts and Sciences when I graduated, and receiving the offer of a Woodrow Wilson, a 

Commonwealth and a Canada Council Fellowship. I took the Canada Council Fellowship to the 

University of Cambridge to do a Ph.D.  

After 5 well-funded years at Cambridge, I was offered a job at Simon Fraser University, which scared 

me somehow. I think it felt a bit too much like what I had left behind.  So I applied to a university in 

Nigeria, and spent 4 ½ exciting years teaching there --  returning only to finish my still-outstanding 

Ph.D. thesis, staying in my father’s apartment on Beach Drive and trying to write in the library at UVic.   

In the UVic library, I met the man who was to be my partner for the next 7 years.  We moved to 

Toronto, where I began to write newspaper articles, frequently for Susan Walker (OBHS 1966) at the 

Toronto Star. On an assignment for The Financial Post, I met Victoria poet Robin Skelton at Jack 

McClelland’s “Night of a Hundred Authors” and we became fast friends. Eventually, I collected and 

edited a festschrift for Robin’s sixtieth birthday (how impossibly old that seemed to me then), published 

by The Porcupine’s Quill as Skelton at Sixty. 

During this time I also finished my Ph.D. thesis and received the doctorate, but I still wasn’t drawn to 

university teaching. I taught some courses at Ryerson and the University of Toronto and, when I met 

the man Susan Walker pronounced “the love of my life” and married him, I taught for a year at the 

University of Washington (he lived in Seattle). But more and more I found myself teaching writing, 

which I had begun to do in Africa, and I soon stopped teaching literature altogether to give writing 

workshops, privately and through universities in England and Australia as well as in the United States 

and Canada. 

And that’s what I still do. It’s a rich and rewarding life, with lots of travel (my husband comes with me 

quite often, when he can get away) to do the work I love. I’ve written a novel and several short stories, 

and two years ago I published a book in England about the way I teach writing, called Writing Without a 

Parachute: The Art of Freefall (Vala Publishing, 2013), which was also published in Australia/New 

Zealand last year.  I’m under contract with Vala to produce a second book, provisionally called Freefall 

Into Fiction by the end of 2016.  

I’m grateful to the organizers of the OBHS Class of ’65 Reunion, and I wish I could come to it. 

Unfortunately, there’s an unavoidable conflict, but I will be there in spirit. Given all the ways we grew 

together and all we still have in common, it’s going to be an amazing time.  


