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A JOURNAL FOR READERS AND WRITERS OF HISTORICAL FICTION

Octavia Randolph

Octavia Randolph is the author of the Circle of Ceridwen Saga set in 9  century England and
Scandinavia. The series, which currently includes seven books, follows the central character,
Ceridwen, the orphaned daughter of a Saxon nobleman, through encounters with invading
Danes and Saxon chieftains during this age of upheaval.

The first book, The Circle of Ceridwen, begins with the seven kingdoms of Angel-land before
they were united into one England by Ælfred the Great. Books two and three, Ceridwen of
Kilton and The Claiming, take place in England for the most part, while the fourth and fifth
volumes, Hall of Tyr and Tindr, are set on the Baltic island of Gotland. Silver Hammer, Golden
Cross, the sixth book in the series, moves between the two locations. Randolph’s latest
book, Sidroc the Dane, is set mostly in Denmark and tells the story of the childhood of one of
the main characters.  Randolph has also written two novellas, Ride, a retelling of the Lady
Godiva, and The Tale of Melkorka, from an Icelandic saga, and a biographical novel about the
art and social critic John Ruskin called Light, Descending.

Maggie Fry: What was your inspiration to write a book set in ninth century
England and Scandinavia? How did you start?

Octavia Randolph: The entire sags for me is a cultural autobiography. I am interested in what
made England, and notice I make the distinction between Great Britain, the United Kingdom
and England. We’re talking of England geographically and conceptually. What made these
people rise to be the greatest world power? There’s Ælfred, just twenty-three years of age, who
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watches kingdom after kingdom topple until his is the only kingdom standing. This young man
who thought himself destined for the church and not for warfare because he had four older
brothers, suddenly found himself thrust into this situation and he must uphold what’s left of
Englishness and did it extraordinarily well.  It took a tremendous amount of silver. Ælfred and
his brothers literally paid the Danes off with 24,000 actual pounds of silver to cease and desist,
leave us alone. And it was never enough. The Danes were always forming and reforming; you
could not make a deal with one chieftain that would be honored by the next. Because Ælfred
was the tactician and the inspiring person that he was, he was able to craft a lasting peace with
Guthrum to allow trade in both areas. It was a partitioned society, but there could be trade and
the beginnings of what formed the final big, bloom of English culture until the catastrophe of
1066. So yes, it’s a fascinating story.

M.F.: Your books are meticulous in their historical accuracy and detailed
descriptions. You have obviously done a lot of research.

O.R.: As a little girl, I loved looking at anything Anglo-Saxon. All the artifacts fascinated me.
The Sutton Hoo treasure, those buckles with the garnets and the carnelians, the horse
trappings. There was something about the physical artifacts of the era that made it so visceral to
me. And beautiful objects inspire me: the hand-carved combs, skillfully wrought swords, and
gemmed goblets of the world of The Circle of Ceridwen Saga. I’ve studied Anglo-Saxon and
Norse runes and learned to spin with a drop spindle.  In 1999 on a huge research tour of all of
Scandinavia, I found Gotland, my spiritual home, and that was why in The Claiming Sidroc and
Ceridwen end up on Gotland. I’m so happy that, almost Twenty years later, I am finally able to
move there myself and make it my permanent home.

I feel a responsibility to adhere to historical veracity because history is so little taught today. We
rely on our novels, television shows, and films to an almost frightening extent to inform us
about the past. And because I believe that fact is more fascinating and thrilling than fiction, I
am happy to use a rigid historical framework. There are plenty of interstices to allow me to
weave my characters within what has come down to us as received history.

M.F.: Did you get to England?

O.R.: Yes. Seeing things in books and early exposure to early English poetry was wonderful. The
cadence of the language spoke to me. I love this and I want to get in there and there was so
much scope for imagining. We are so lucky to have the written material that we do have. I deal
with two extremely powerful cultures, the Norse and the Saxons, who had terrific oral poetry
traditions. But we have so much more on the English side because the Norse only had runes,
painstakingly carved into wood and stone with knives and chisels, whereas the Anglo-Saxons
had scribes who could write in both Latin and Old English on parchment with readily made-up
ink, and so, we have so much material.

M.F.: And what we do have written down about the Norse was recorded hundreds
of years later.
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O.R.: Yes, that’s right, Snorri Sturulson, and he died in 1241. We don’t even know the name of
the Svear, the Swedish king, in the ninth century who made an agreement with Gotland. We
know the day on which Ælfred died — October 27, 899 — because there were scribes to record
things, but there are enormous gaps in Scandinavian history because there was no easy way to
record anything. These two conflicting cultures were literally blood cousins, but the earlier
Christianization of the English gave them the gift of literacy.

M.F.: You use some actual historical figures, for instance Ælfred, but many of
your characters are created by you. Are they based on historical people?

O.R.: I would say that they are archetypes. First of all, every name I use is an attested name. I
don’t ever create a name, whether it’s Norse or Angle or Saxon. I never use a name that I can’t
point to and say, “Yes, there really was an individual named this way.” For instance, Ceridwen,
who we know was a half Welsh and half Angle girl, raised by the Benedictines, was taught to
read and write. That is a believable scenario because we know that some women, like Ælfred’s
mother, were literate, and she was responsible for teaching her four sons to read. I look at
certain archetypes I find in history and say, “Yes, it’s alright that my characters behave this way
because I can find other examples in history that behave similarly.” There was a great jarl
named Sidroc. That was fun because the moment I saw that name, many years ago, I loved it
and thought, “What a tremendous name!” It had so much strength, such potency.

M.F.: Your books are selfpublished. Why did you make that decision and what
have your experiences been?

O.R.: I never set out to self-publish because when I started writing Circle of Ceridwen
Saga book one, it was 1991 and there was no such thing as self-publishing. There were
traditional publishers and there were vanity presses. But I did go the traditional route, and
when I completed that first manuscript, I was able to place it with an agent, who had no success
whatsoever in placing it with a publishing house. That went on through a couple of years and a
couple of agents. Finally, in 1998, when I first had an author website–I am very proud and
happy that it is the twentieth anniversary of Octavia.net now because there are very few authors
who had websites twenty years ago. One of the reasons I wanted a website is first because I
wanted to share all of my research, and so I wrote scores of mini essays on Anglo-Saxon and
Viking life, and medieval life in general. I used the website as a dissemination source for people
who were interested in the era. Before the advent of Wikipedia I got a tremendous number of
hits. There was not a lot of information out there.

The other thing I did in 1998 was to take a page out of Charles Dickens’s book and publish
serially. So jointly with my then agent, we thought if you can show New York publishers that
you’ve got a platform and followers now, that may sway their opinion.

M.B.: That’s what authors are often told.

O.R.: It actually does not matter at all to traditional publishers. There have been many instances
of people with enormous platforms, yet traditional publishers will not look at them or only look
at them in a specific way. For instance, [they will only consider] print only deals because they
don’t want the bloom off of the rose. They want to mold something themselves. Anyway,
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nothing kept happening. Fortunately, I kept writing the saga and pretty much had given up the
idea of ever being published. But I needed to continue the story for my own sake, so I completed
the trilogy. By then the world of publishing was changing, and in 2008 Amazon introduced the
Kindle. It revolutionized things because it made it easier for people to self-publish.

I did not put the trilogy on Amazon until 2012. When I did, I was fortunate enough to have a
body of work — three initial novels — and that was an important leg up because people could
move from one book to the next and reach an almost immediate audience. It proved to me that I
did have an audience and potentially quite a large one.

Armed with the fact that the books were selling well, I felt confident to continue the saga. There
are now seven books, all under my own imprint. When I look at the entire dramatic arc of the
characters in history that I am covering, I foresee potentially ten books or more. I am happy
that I persevered, I believed in my talent, I believed in my power to communicate a good story,
but also I was able to do this because finally technology caught up to the point where I could, in
fact, reach the audience and bypass the gatekeepers.

M.F.: When did you found Pyewacket Press?

O.R.: In 2012, when I first published on Kindle, I wanted an imprint name. After Kindle, I very
quickly got on Nook, iBooks, which is now called Apple Books, Kobo, which is a Canadian
retailer which sells e-books primarily in Canada, Australia, New Zealand and throughout
Europe. Then print books followed and audio books. I have done all of that under the aegis of
Pyewacket Press. I have used the name of my beloved little Bengal cat since 2012.

M.F.: One of the issues with selfpublishing is that anybody can put anything out
there. How do you distinguish yourself from others?

O.R.: The figure was just released that a million books were self-published in the last twelve
months. A million! That’s astounding. Discoverability was always difficult, but it is more
challenging than ever to differentiate yourself and to be discovered in such a crowded market.
Yet there are people knowing tremendous success all the time, even in the most crowded
markets, because if you are writing thrillers or romance, you are already writing to a huge
existing market of voracious readers who are great consumers of books. It’s not necessarily a
bad thing to be in a crowded market. You just really have to keep high standards because you
are writing for readers who have a lot to compare you against. But I think any dedicated and
talented writer can make their way today. It just takes tremendous perseverance.

M.F.: Do you think selfpublishing is more fandriven than traditional publishing?

O.R.: Absolutely! In traditional publishing you have to have an and an acquiring and a
marketing and acquisitions staff who all love your work. They have to become your fans, but
that’s a fairly small team. Whereas if you can release your books in multiple markets around the
world, in whatever language you’re supporting, you can get a much broader base, and those are
the people who actually buy your book. So, yes, it’s highly fan-driven but every writer needs to
have fans. And those are people who endorse and are passionate about your work.
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M.F.: What obstacles have you encountered during the selfpublishing process?

O.R.: Technically it can be pretty daunting. The actual publishing itself is simple; Amazon has a
downloadable free guide that walks you through the steps of formatting your Kindle book. It’s
more technical to set up a print book on Create Space or Ingram, but it can be done. I think the
supporting technical roles of managing the business side of advertising and promotion are very
time-consuming and can be difficult. Be prepared to hire the best talent possible, whether it’s
for your cover or your audio book. There’s always a way around technical or time limitations,
but you need to be strategic with your resources and invest in yourself, to understand that the
most important part of starting a career is to put out a quality book and then to promote it
properly. I don’t care if you are eating beans; it’s worth it. Seeing those initial royalties roll in
and realizing you are communicating with people, connecting with people who love your work,
then it’s worth every sacrifice you’ve made.

M.F.: I would assume the good part of selfpublishing is the ability to control the
entire process.

O.R.: I have many friends who have been traditionally published and have been driven half mad
by editors, book designers and others. Even though you are going it alone and you have full veto
rights on things, that responsibility is an awesome one, and hopefully you are relying on the
judgment of people you trust to guide you. Yes, you do have that control. You have the control
over where your books are going to be, how they will be presented, how they will be marketed,
and it could mean quite a bit of trial and error because you’re foregoing the expertise traditional
publishers bring, but you are able  to make one-on-one connections with independent
bookstores and to make those marketing decisions as to how you are going to present your book
to the public, and that’s enormous. It’s an enormous responsibility, but it is also an enormous
freedom.

M.F.: Is there anything you’d like to add?

O.R.: I’m often asked to advise people who are starting out. I would say, obviously, write the
best book that you can. That’s really the most important thing. Don’t rush to publication. Make
sure it’s a book that you love and are proud of every word.

The second bit of advice that I give is that it is enormously helpful to have a body of work. If you
have two or three books, it’s huge when you are publishing under your own imprint. If you offer
book one at a low price because you want people to be introduced to it, or you’re offering it for
free with a sign-up on your website, then you want to be able to give people something so when
they love that book, they will be able to go on and buy books two and three at full price. If you
have more than one book to begin with, that’s just marvelous. You don’t want to come out with
a great book and have people say, “Oh, I love this author,” and then there’s nowhere to go.
Obviously, I write series and it’s the same group of characters moving through time and space.
That in itself is addictive for the reader and you want the story to continue, but even if you’re an
author who’s writing maybe about an unconnected group of characters, but you form an
audience in book one, they are going to want to see your next book. If you can have two or three
books before you begin, that’s a wonderful advantage for you.
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The third thing that I love to tell people, and I can’t say it often enough, is that, sadly, we have
brought up a generation of readers who think books should be free. Free or cheap. It’s so
important, and I say this over and over again, if you do not value your own talent, do not expect
anyone else to do so. I’m always encouraging people to price their books appropriately within
their genre. My books are expensive because people who read historical fiction will pay a bit
more for the quality of the material, and I just feel that people who are going out with perma-
free books are adding to the problem and not the solution. It’s alright to offer book one for free
in exchange for something like building your email list, but I do feel very strongly that one must
value one’s own talent and as quickly as possible build people up to paying full price. Look at an
author in your genre whom you very much admire and whose work is similar to your own and
price yourself accordingly. Hopefully, it is very close if not at what their Kindle book is selling
for. Again, I feel we have to stop this. It should be a rare thing to have a free book. It should be a
treat. We wouldn’t have the number of books out there clogging people’s Kindles if there was
just more discernment from authors themselves. Much of it is desperation and driven by lack of
self-worth. If you’ve written a good book, it is worthy and you are worthy of being well-paid for
it.

____________________________________________________________________

Maggie Fry has spent the last thirty years on a small hobby farm in northwestern Pennsylvania,
where she raised sheep, goats, pigs, chickens, rabbits and ducks, in addition to rescuing cats
and dogs. When she wasn’t playing in the dirt, she wrote freelance articles for newspapers and
magazines, as well as teaching courses in writing and public speaking at the university level. She
earned a Master of Fine Arts in Creative Nonfiction from Goucher College and currently teaches
in the Communications Department at Mercyhurst University in Erie, Pennsylvania.
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