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Joy Bosworth  

How can the story of a very 
unpleasant nobody be so gripping? 

We see snatches of a person in their 
youth and then again as a 
curmudgeonly adult.  As with most 
diarists their ego overshadows 
anything of interest happening in 
their lives.  Yet the window on their 
world is such that we can read their 
exploits of 20 years after and judge 
their decisions to be foolish, knowing 
their character as we do, and that 
their job choice, for instance is 
unwise, so cleverly are the extracts 
revealed to us.  We discover a most 
surprising fact part way into the 
book. 

The final surprise is the greatest of 
all.  Which leads to another 

unexpected result, when reticence is overcome by ego in a most amazing way. 

Whilst the author is a factual biographer, I became convinced he 
was writing this as a novelist so engrossing is the story, and yet, if it 
is biography and is all true – the final outcome is an absolute shock. 

This is not something I would normally read, expecting more of a “Housewife 
48” type of story, but it is so very good. 

 



 

Ann Peet  

Original and intriguing.  

This is a really unusual and interesting novel. 148 tattered notebooks are found 
in a skip and turn out to be part of a diary starting in 1952 and carrying on for 
50 years. They come in to the possession of a biographer who is intrigued and 
sets out to discover the identity and life story of the writer. 

It is partly a biographical detective story and partly the story of the diarist but 
it is also about the nature of biography and the importance of an ordinary life. 
It is written in the first person from the point of view of the biographer but 
scattered throughout are handwritten scraps and drawings from the notebooks 
as well photographs of places which are found to be associated with the diarist. 

Unique, clever and gripping from the attention grabbing start to the 
unexpected end. 

 

Jennifer Moville  

After receiving the book I thought it rather an odd thing to do - write a book 
about other books, diaries no less, found in a skip. 

Then after reading the first few pages I began to wonder about the lives of those 
people who had written in those diaries, day in day out, week in week out, their 
lives set to on paper. 

The little diagrams and sketches help within this book as you follow on from 
how the diaries were first found to how the book came about. 

Yes it is an odd book but if you like something a little different then 
this may just be for you. 

 

Sarah Webb  

An intriguing biography.  

Friends of the author discover 148 diaries thrown out into a skip in Cambridge.  
Alexander Masters then becomes fascinated with them, why they are in the skip 
and what he could find out about their author.  No spoilers here, but it’s 
intriguing how much he is able to discover – as well as the details of actual life 
uncovered.  To say much more would spoil the journey.  It’s a fascinating one. 
This is as much the story of the writing and researching of this book as it is the 
story of the subject’s life. 



 

Jayne Burton  

This book arrived as I was about to leave for my daily walk along 
the beach. I read the front & back covers and then, unfortunately, turned to the 
next page and started to read.  Needless to say I didn’t get my walk that 
day! 

I had such high hopes having read the synopsis.  What a wonderful find I 
thought, and how exciting.  None of this came across in the book itself.  I found it 
rather frustrating where the author himself was not reading the diaries in 
chronological order, as Flora had told him to, found it rather disjointed and 
difficult to follow at times.  Also that he had only read a few of them. When the 
diaries were put in order, it was almost at the end of the book and it was then 
the author found he only had a very small percentage of the diaries that had 
actually been written, finding large gaps through the years.  It was like being 
given a novel to read with every other chapter removed, and I found it very 
hard to follow. 

I was so looking forward to reading this book but felt let down by the way it had 
been portrayed.  I was expecting to see more of the handwritten notes, and was 
disappointed there were so few.  

I enjoyed the last few chapters more as it felt more consistent, with more of a 
real story about it. 

 

Robin Little  

An original & unusual book. Not a mystery, more a jigsaw.  
Alexander Master pieces together the fragments of 147 diaries into a 
coherent life story.  An ordinary life told in an exceptional way.  

We are given the writers interpretation of 147 diaries found in a skip. From 
these writings the story of the life of the diarist begins to come into focus.  The 
mystery of the writer of the diaries and their thoughts is mixed with the travails 
of the biographer who seeks to make sense of the mystery. 

The book is very original but is constrained by the mundanity of the life of the 
diarist.  The life and loves and fate of the writer is satisfyingly unravelled by 
Alexander Master in the end. 

 

 

 



 

Edel Waugh  

When the author comes across 148 diaries in a skip with no name indicating 
who they belong, to he takes them home and begins the long journey of reading 
these journals and searching for their owner. This was a fascinating read as I 
think people are curious about people and especially through journal form. The 
authors experience in reading through them was interesting, the insight he got 
to this person and the secrets he unveiled and how they made him feel.  

I really enjoyed this unusual book, it was an undertaking done with 
much love for what he was doing. I recommend this to everyone.  

http://edelwaugh.blogspot.ie/2016/04/a-life-discarded-by-alexander-
masters.html?m=1 

 

Beth Kemp  

More mystery than typical biography, this fascinating story of 
trawling through diaries spanning five decades had me gripped.  

When I saw this title, I was very keen to read it, having greatly enjoyed 
Masters’ first book, ‘Stuart: A Life Backwards’. Like that book, this is an unusual 
and very well-written biography, but it is also very different. This book’s 
subject, the elusive ‘I’, is an unknown – and at times, Masters goes out of his 
way to keep it that way, as he is enjoying the mystery. The point is in the very 
ordinariness, the unremarkable nature of the life observed and it is quite true to 
say that the book on the whole is more about Masters and his treatment of the 
diaries than it is about the diaries themselves. For me, since his writing is 
engaging and at times witty, that is not a problem, but I am aware that this has 
frustrated some readers. 

Overall, I would recommend this to people interested in writing, in the idea or 
process of biography and life writing, or to anyone looking for an unusual, 
entertaining and intelligent read with something to say about human nature. 

www.hearthfire.bethkemp.co.uk 

 

Nancy Krois  

Diaries and to some extent the character of their writer are rescued 
from oblivion.  

 



 

Having read Masters' book, 'Stuart - A Life Lived Backwards', I was greatly 
looking forward to reading this story about diaries retrieved from a skip. In the 
earlier book the subject, Stuart was a lively, opinionated presence. In the new 
book the presence of the compulsive diary writer is missing. The words from the 
years of compulsive diary writing are there, but the writer is not available to 
counterpoint the author's investigations and interpretations. This made for a 
less lively book. You will note that I've avoided using 'his' or 'her'. Discovering 
the writer's gender is part of the detective work of the book. 

 

Val Rowe  

An intriguing and thought provoking mystery unravelling the life of 
a not-so-ordinary woman.  

The discovery by friends of 148 personal, and highly individualistic, diaries, in a 
skip sets Alexander Masters on a five year journey to gain understanding of 
their owner. As he unpicks each book, he gradually learns a little more about 
their author with quite surprising results. 

It feels as if the book is written in log format, Masters tracing his process 
through a series of thoughts, discoveries and hypotheses which he illustrates 
with photos, drawings and actual texts from the diaries. 

Masters writes in a unique style, sharing aspects of his personal life along the 
journey and enabling the reader to feel involved in each new discovery he 
makes about the diarist. 

There are many surprises along the way and Master's skill lies in how and 
when he delivers them. However, at times I became a little confused by events 
and had to reread some chapters in order to ensure that I was following the 
process accurately. 

Despite that, ' A Life Discarded' is a fascinating and unique read which has 
inspired me to read Master's first book 'Stuart: A Life Backwards'. 

 

Alexandra Harper-Williams  

A captivating biographical book that is thought-provoking, 
surprising and a delightful read.  

In 2001, 148 old diaries were found in a skip on a building site in Cambridge. 
They start in 1952 and end about 50 years later, providing tens of thousands of 
handwritten pages with the daily accounts of a person’s everyday life.  



 

 

Together with Masters, the reader goes on a journey of discovery about the 
writer of these accounts, and we learn about the ordinary life of an ordinary 
person, which is conveyed with great wit, warmth and compassion.  

I was surprised at how enthralled I became with this book. It made me think 
about how easy it is to just drift along from day to day not ever committing to 
fulfil one’s potential until one day it’s too late. While it made me sad in parts, it 
also gave me a lot of hope.  

I salute the writer of the diaries and I congratulate Alexander 
Masters on a wonderfully written real mystery story. 

 

Lisa Hall  

Weirdly compelling - like peeping through the window into someone 
else's life!  

I enjoyed this book SO MUCH - a weirdly compelling read, it was almost like 
peeping through a window into someone else's life, watching their thoughts and 
emotions come to life into front of you. Added to this intimate, intricate story 
through diary entries, we follow the author on his quest to find the writer of the 
diaries. I found this emotional, addictive and the ending was just perfect. If you 
looking for something a little bit different, I highly recommend this. 

http://reading-room-with-a-view.blogspot.co.uk 

 

Ann Quintilla 

This is a detective story in which the writer reconstructs the life of 
the writer of 148 diaries found in a skip in Cambridge. 

148 diaries were discovered in a skip, in Cambridge, by Richard Groves and Dido 
Davies. Dido, an historian, is described as the author’s collaborator. She is 
diagnosed with cancer and Richard becomes immobile as a result of an accident. 
The diaries are given to Alexander Masters and he wrote this biography. 

He does not read the diaries in chronological order but becomes intrigued with 
the person who wrote them. Often the handwriting is very small and Masters asks 
a hand writing expert to analyse the person who has written these diaries. I found 
the detailed information the expert came up with unbelievable. 

 



 

Masters says he does not want to know the writer’s identity but he discovers her 
name in the diaries and furthermore, ‘scandalous’ associations she had. 

The book is a jigsaw of jumbled facts that at the end the author puts together in a 
surprising conclusion but you will have to read the book to discover what that is. 

This book is a good read that will keep you guessing until the end. 

 

Phylippa Smithson  

I started this thinking it was a fictional biography of an unknown 
woman but when I realised it was in fact a non-fictional account of 
her life, I felt short-changed.  

I felt short changed having read this one because whilst this was a very 
competently written and somewhat engaging read, unlike the author, I did not 
agree that it was a worthy addition to the Biography section of a book shop 
because the lady in question actually was not someone who did anything with 
her life.  For me, a true Biography is way more interesting if it is someone who 
has achieved something or contributed in an eye-catching way to life and thus 
deserves the accolade of having his/her life presented in writing for others to 
appreciate. 

Had this been a fictional biography, then boy was it a good one to read.   

When real life biographer, Masters, is presented with 148 diaries uncovered in a 
tip by his close friend, he becomes sufficiently intrigued to read some and then 
some more and then become hooks on uncovering the person behind the words.  
What is very clever in delivering the answer is his own personal goal that he 
does not want to actually discover the answer until he has pursued many of the 
clues that lay in the writing.  Like a mystery when you want the final page to 
reveal ‘who dunnit.’ 

I can recommend it but be prepared to enjoy the excellent writing rather than 
perhaps the story line itself. 

 

 

  

 


