
Mike Zollo here pays tribute to Phil Turk who has died aged 85. 

Both Mike and Phil were active in the Spanish committee of ALL in its early years. 

 

Phil Turk – well known to many as a prolific author of successful Spanish textbooks and as a 

former senior examiner, passed away on August 31 at the age of 85.  

Phil was brought up and educated in Sussex, did his degree at Trinity Hall, Cambridge, and 

made teaching Spanish his career, although he was also fluent in French and competent in 

Portuguese and Russian. A former pupil and a former colleague of Phil's from the Sixties, 

Derek and Tony respectively, remember him well from City of Bath Boys’ School, later 

Beechen Cliff School. Derek was so enthused by Phil’s teaching of Spanish that he went on to 

live and work in Spain, and to marry a Spanish girl. Phil was devoted to his language teaching 

and his students, giving up free-time to organise visits and exchanges, helping with sport and 

extra-curricular activities, and inviting his sixth-formers round for an evening at his flat in Bath 

(providing them with cheese and onion sandwiches!). He was part of an innovative 1960s 

Modern Languages Department that introduced audio-visual methods and the famous 

Language Laboratory! 

In his teaching he had the knack of passing on simple tips, a joke or story to remember 
grammar points or just to lighten the mood. Derek remembers story of Pepe, a Spaniard in 
London who needed to buy a pair of socks: unable to speak English he used all types of 
gestures to explain to the shop-assistant what he wanted. After pointing to all his stock items, 
the assistant finally got out a pair of socks. “¡Eso sí que es!”, exclaimed Pepe, which means 
“Ah that’s it” but also sounds like “S-O-C-K-S”. The frustrated assistant said “Well if you could 
spell it why didn’t you tell me to start with!” This story was usually followed by a laugh and 
groan, and may be why Phil’s beloved cat is called Socks! 

     
Phil moved to Bathampton to look after his mother until her death, but his home was always 
open to visitors. On a visit to Monkton Combe School he met his future wife Brenda in the 
office: she too was caring for an elderly mother, and they lived in a flat in the same building as 
Phil’s. After a few years of friendship, and after their mothers had passed away, Phil and 
Brenda decided to marry. Always generous and open with their hospitality. Brenda embraced 
Phil’s passion for language teaching, and Phil helped Brenda when she provided catering for 
major events, acting as her wine waiter!  

Phil’s teaching career lasted for over 30 years, until he took early retirement at the age of 54 to 

dedicate himself entirely to writing language text books. Often working with co-authors, he 

produced 15 very successful titles, some of which were recommended purchase for degree 

students in universities around the world. Many were grammar explanation and practice 

books, in which he demonstrated both his thorough knowledge of grammar, and his knack of 

finding ways to explain even the most complex points in digestible and memorable ways.  

 

Phil’s language skills, particularly in Spanish, were also key to his role as a senior examiner, 

principally for the Oxford Delegacy (now part of OCR), where he was Principal Examiner for 

the A-Level Spanish Oral examination. 

 

Phil was very active in language teacher associations, for a time being Chair of the 

Association of Teachers of Spanish and Portuguese. When the Association for Language 

Learning was formed in 1990, for many years Phil was editor of Vida Hispánica, previously the 

ALL Spanish and Portuguese journal, now the name of Spanish Zone of the ALL website. In 

this role, as elsewhere, Phil showed his thoroughness and love of the Spanish language and 

culture.  

 



In spite of his busy working schedule, Phil found time to devote to gardening, sharing his love 

of flowers with Brenda, who was very active in flower-arranging circles. He also loved cricket, 

supporting Sussex avidly, and played for a time as a left-arm spin bowler for a local team. 

 

Then, of course, there was his love of travel; he and Brenda often travelled to Spain and 

around Europe, and had a memorable trip around the world, encompassing visits to the USA, 

several south American countries and New Zealand. In retirement they often travelled to Sully-

sur-Loire, as Phil was one of the leading lights of the Bradford-on-Avon and Sully twinning 

association. In later life, Phil took to organized train tours. In 2019, he travelled by ferry and 

train to Spain, staying with friends, including Derek and his Spanish wife. My wife and I had 

the pleasure and privilege of hosting Phil for a week at our village house in southern Spain. At 

his request, one day we took him to the Balcón de Europa in Nerja, where he and Brenda had 

spent a very happy week together before her illness prevented her from travelling. The 

photograph attached is of Phil embracing the statue of Spain’s King Alfonso XII which 

overlooks the sea in Nerja: it seems to symbolise the way Phil embraced Spain, its language 

and culture, and the Spanish people.  

 

Phil will be remembered as a great advocate for the study of Spanish by a generation of 

teachers and students. In the words of two mutual Hispanist friends and colleagues: “He was 

an indefatigable enthusiast of Spanish in all its manifestations”. “Hispanism has lost a real 

trooper”. 

 
Mike Zollo 

September 2020 

 

 

 
 

ALL thanks all of its wonderful volunteers – past and present – for their work in support of 

others and their special contributions to individual languages, sectors or interests which have 

made ALL what it is.  

We also thank our future volunteers for making the Association what it will be.  


