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Popular Literature and Reading Habits in Britain, 1914-1950

This thesis is an examination of the mass-market publishing
industry in Britain after the First World War and of the 'literature’
read by the lower-middle and working classes: novels and weekly
magazines. We chronicle the development of the industry both
generally and through the experiences of three publishers, examine
the activity and motivations of the reading public and consider the
treatment of contemporary issues and attitudes within popular fiction
as a useful barometer for the historian.

There are seven chapters. Chapter 1 considers the period
before 1914 in order to provide the necessary background for an
understanding of the focus of this study, 1914-1950. The origins of
the popular publishing industry and Wilkie Collins’ ‘Unknown Public'’
are examined and continuities with post-1914 popular literature
traced. In Chapter 2 a broad overview of our period is conducted:
the development of the industry and of the market, the influence of
war and the depression, and the effect on reading of the growth of
other leisure activities. Chapters 3 and 5 look at the reading
habits of adults and children/adolescents from the lower-middle and
working classes. In both cases contemporaries and readers
themselves seeméd to think ’‘escapism’ was paramount in the selection
of 'light’ fiction and there was therefore a significant continuity
between child and adult reading. Finally, Chapters 4, 6 and 7 focus
on the histories and influence of three publishers of popular fiction
during this period. These include two of the most successful (Mills
and Boon, D.C. Thomson) and in contrast, a prominent but declining
firm (The Religious Tract Society). In each case the complex
relationship between market forces and editorial ©policies is
discussed. We conclude that a reciprocal relationship existed
between publisher and reader, with the latter dictating much of what
was published. Popular fiction, moreover, served to reinforce
predominant stereotypes and ideological views of society rather than
to impose specific doctrine.
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This thesis is an attempt to examine a somewhat neglected
area of modern British social and cultural history Admittedly, it
is not surprising that the 'popular’ (as opposed to ’'quality’)
publishing industry, its publications (mainly ’'light’ fiction), and

its largely lower-middle and working-class readership have been

overlooked. After all, the debuts of broadcasting and the cinema
were more dramatic, and the ’low-brow’, "disposable’ characteristics
of popular literature have militated against serious study. But

reading was nonetheless one of the most popular sources of leisure
for the poorer classes. In fact, the strong growth of the publishing
industry between the wars was linked directly to the activity of this
'new reading public' which appears to have read less for instruction
than for entertainment, and even an 'escape' to a world brighter than
its own. The most active section of this market was ’'light’ fiction,
in novel and weekly magazine form: thrillers, Westerns, detective

stories, romances; Ruby M. Ayres, Edgar Wallace, Peg's Paper, The

Hotspur.

In this thesis we will examine popular literature and

reading habits during the period from ca. 1914 to ca. 1950. Given



the vastness of a subject such as ’'popular literature’, we have
confined our attention to two of the most popular and active genres:
romantic fiction for women (in novel and magazine form) and the
'boys’ weeklies’ described by George Orwell in his famous 1940 essay.
Our primary intentions are three. Firstly. we will chronicle the
development of the publishing industry within the mass market,
considering in turn its reaction to market forces and to the
competition from other leisure activities, especially during the
1930s. Secondly, we will attempt to describe reading habits of
adults and children in terms of motivation, selection and taste.
The lower-middle and working classes were perhaps more dependent upon

light fiction as a source of comfort and escape than were more

refined readers. Finally, we will examine the history of three
publishers which were representative of the age: Mills and Boon,
D.C. Thomson and the Religious Tract Society. In each case we will

look at their progress, response to market forces, problems faced,
and the complex relationship between publisher and reader which

governed editorial policy.

In some respects the foundations for this thesis have
already been laid. Wilkie Collins’ 1858 essay on 'The Unknown
Public’ was a revelation, an attempt td dispel the assumption that
the reading public was comprised solely of the upper and middle
classes, readers of The Times and patrons of Mudie’'s Library.
Rather, the thriving market in genres such as 'penny dreadfuls-’,

"yellow-backs’” and weekly papers like the Family Herald was an

indication of the burgeoning demand of the poorer but newly literate



classes. The 1870 Education Act, while not responsible for the
spread of literacy (and therefore reading) as many contemporaries had
claimed, nonetheless focused attention on reading habits, provoking
much comment and criticism from writers such as Helen Bosanquet and
Edward Salmon. In fact, the two genres which we have selected have
always been the source of controversy; women’s and children’s reading
represented markets which contemporaries have always felt must be
managed or regulated in an instructive, ’'wholesome’ way. Q.D.

Leavis’' 1932 work on Fiction and the Reading Public was a call to

arms which, like Collins’ essay, tried to expose the excesses of
popular fiction; Leavis regarded the dependence on trashy novels as
detrimental to the health of society. Similarly, Orwell’s 1940 essay
concluded that children were being indoctrinated by the publishers of
the so-called '‘tuppenny bloods’'; regressive values and world-views
were presented and apparently endorsed in such fiction and instilled
in future citizens a resistence to change and endorsement of the

Conservative status quo.

Although this analysis is indebted to these and other
studies, we have tried to differ in terms of depth and approach to
the subject. In examining reading habits, for example, we try to
look beyond the amorphous term ’escapism’ to reveal that in some
cases ’escapist’ fiction implied more than just a happy ending.
Romantic fiction is one genre which changed considerably after the
First World War The sensational love stories by such authors as
Marie Corelli and Elinor Glyn were largely surpassed in popularity by

more realistic, plausible, 'middle-class’ plots. Hence, it is



reasonable to argue that escapism resembled aspiration for the lower-
middle and working-class readers of such novels. This assertion is
bolstered by the fact that the popular romantic novels, issued by
such firms as Mills and Boon, contained and endorsed the predominant
ideological views of sexual relations between the wars: companionate

marriage and full-time motherhood.

Our discussion of editorial policy and the assumed
influence of publishers and their views upon readers will also take
a different approach. In the past many critics of popular
literature, including Leavis, Orwell, Richard Hoggart and more
recently Kirsten Drotner, have depended wholly on detailed analyses
of the contents of romantic novels, detective stories and children's
fiction in passing judgments on the intentions of publishers and the
components of editorial policy. Some critics have inferred that the
rosy world-views and high moral tone in popular fiction represented a
conscious attempt at social control. In this thesis we have tried to
test these and other conclusions by considering the publishers
themselves, their editorial policies and the fruits of these
policies. QOur three 'test cases’ include the two market leaders in
romantic novels (Mills and Boon) and letterpress weekly papers for
women and for boys (D.C. Thomson) and ds a contrast, a once mighty
but declining firm (The Religious Tract Society). Through interviews
with editors current and retired and examination of archival
evidence, we have been able to draw several conclusions on the extent
of the popular publisher’'s influence. For example, the relationship

between publisher and reader was not as one-sided and authoritarian



as Orwell maintained and feared. Rather, it was reciprocal: the
reader often dictated much of what was published through opinions
expressed in letters, surveys and sales. The primary concern of
any publisher was, after all, financial gain, and therefore his
product had to be interesting and acceptable to the consumer. Hence,
the successful publisher researched his readership aggressively, kept
a 'firm finger on the national pulse’ (according to one D.C. Thomson
editor) and was receptive to change within moral reason, of course.
Bolder plots and sensational characters were only introduced when no
longer socially unacceptable; the lead of the cinema was often
followed. 'Indoctrination’ was therefore difficult and was no
guarantee of financial success: the Religious Tract Society, in
refusing to accommodate the pious nature of its (declining)
periodicals to an increasingly secular society, relinquished its once
dominant position in the market. We have also tried to reveal one of
the most important considerations in children’'s publishing during
this period: that parental supervision of children's reading was
common and strict. D.C. Thomson editors worked as much to please
boys as their parents; the constant fear was of a mother objecting to

a publication and banning it from the house.

There are seven chapters in this thesis. 1In chapter 1 we
will 1look at the period before 1914 in order to provide the
background essential for an understanding of the focus of this
thesis. The publishing industry benefitted from the spread of
literacy and the general commercialization of leisure which

characterized the late nineteenth century. Shrewd entrepreneurs



such as Alfred Harmsworth exploited the newly literate masses with a
spate of interesting, educative penny publications: Tit-Bits and
Answers were two of the biggest sellers. The strong public outcry
against the excesses of the existing popular literature was reflected
in the 'quality control’ movement in publishing, which has left a

lasting legacy. The Boy's Own Paper (1879), for example, was an

eénormous success, 1illustrating that a market existed for quality
production and ’'wholesome’ fiction. By 1914 two well-defined
markets had emerged, for women and children. Traditionally these
groups were neglected by publishers in favour of men (the daily
newspapers) or middle-class women (patrons of the circulating

libraries Mudie’s and W.H. Smith).

A broad overview of the period 1914-1950 will be conducted
in the second chapter. We have selected this period as the focus of
the thesis because it represents in many respects a relatively calm
interval between two turbulent stages: the foundation of the popular
Press before 1914 and the strong response to reading from such media
as the cinema and television after 1950. The main influence upon the
publishing industry during this period was war. Although paper was
rationed during each world war (and to a far greater degree during
the Second), the demand for reading was” sustained when other leisure
activities were curtailed or restricted. Furthermore, the need to
‘escape’ was probably increased and this promoted the kind of "light’
literature which is the subject of this thesis. But the wars had
other, more lasting effects. The First World War served not only to

reduce the number of publishers and encourage concentration of



ownership, but postwar price increases accelerated trends in the
industry and general public towards the commercialization of
literature and the production of cheaper editions. The need to
replenish financial reserves after the war led to the conscious
promotion of books as ’‘commodities’ with an eye on the greatest
return. The object was to tap the active 'new reading public’
comprised of the lower-middle and working classes and
tradititionally not purchasers of books, given their high price and
reputation as luxuries. During the 1930s, when pocket money was
spread over all sorts of 1leisure activities, the commercial or
"tuppenny’ libraries provided an inexpensive means of distribution to
this public. For the price of a tuppenny magazine, a novel could be
borrowed, and this reading public was quite voracious. We will also
consider the genuine paradox of this period: the decline of magazine
sales between the wars. The weekly magazines were essentially
victims of poor production techniques and strong competition from
other leisure activities such as the cinema, which consumed the extra

tuppence which formerly was spent on a paper.

We have devoted two chapters to a discussion of the
reading habits of the lower-middle and working classes, the chief
patrons of popular literature. Chapter’3 looks at adults, chapter 5
children and adolescents (roughly, ages 10-16). It is possible to
identify several characteristics which were "unique’ to this reading
public. For example, in most cases these classes identified
magazines as ‘books’, just as for many ‘books’ implied fiction.

According to Mass-Observation and other surveyors, the low-brow



tastes of the poorer classes were in part a product of their
environment . Home libraries were rare, and this 'bookless’ quality
engendered a disrespect for books which was manifested in the
preference for ’disposable’ magazines and inferior fiction. Some of
the most successful authors of children’s books, including Captain
W.E. Johns ('Biggles’) and Richmal Crompton ('William'), probably owe

their success to the fact that their series resembled tuppenny

bloods in book form. Judging from reading surveys, the opinions of
contemporaries, and readers themselves, 'escapism’ appears to have
been the principal motive in reading. Consequently, an important

continuity can be established between the child reader and the adult
reader as both consumed prodigious amounts of light fiction. We can
also conclude that the cinema and the wireless encouraged rather than
detracted from reading, as they also treated the Western, the
thriller, the detective story and the romance. Adaptations of
classical fiction and current best-sellers also promoted reading

('the book of the film').

In the remaining three chapters (4. 6 and 7)) we will try
to place these and other views in perspective by examining the
experiences of three publishing houses. Mills and Boon was the
leading publisher of romantic fiction ‘during our period, as it is
today. Originally founded as a multi-disciplinary publishing house,
Mills and Boon was transformed in the 1930s to a "library house’
specializing in one genre and tagging all of its sales to the
tuppenny libraries. A bold commercial move, this specialization has

brought Mills and Boon a loyal readership and financial success for



fifty years. Similarly, D.C. Thomson was also a leading publisher

of fiction for women (The People’s Friend) as well as for boys (The
Hotspur). Among the reasons for this firm’'s success were the
novelty of 1its unusual publications and the aggressive attention
paid to its readership, both young and old. This attention was not
forthcoming from our third case, the Religious Tract Society. In

many respects the nineteenth-century ancestor of D.C. Thomson as

publishers of the best-selling Boy's Own Paper and Girl’s Own Paper,
the R.T.S. displayed an astonishing amateurishness and ignorance of
market forces in the twentieth century and a resistance to change

which was the key to success for any popular publisher.

We have tried to explore the complex relationship between
publisher and reader in these three cases. While it is true that
publishers during this period  were conscious to  present
conventionally 'moral’ and ’'wholesome’ views in their fiction with a
view to influencing their readers towards their concept of the
'better good’', editorial policy was actually much more complex. The
successful publisher, as we show, was willing to compromise in order
to maintain the interest of a reading public whose tastes were
changing through two world wars. While this is hardly surprising,
as the primary purpose of any business is to make money, it does
explain the longevity of some publishing houses (Mills and Boon and
D.C. Thomson have been in existence over eighty years) and the
failure of others. This close attention, moreover, does indicate
that popular literature can serve as a useful barometer, if not of

the genuine attitudes of its readers (in this case, the lower-middle



and working classes), of their ideals and aspirations.
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Introduction

The preoccupations of this thesis have been anticipated by
two authors: Wilkie Collins and George Orwell. At first glance these
writers seem poles apart: Collins the author of gothic thrillers (The

Woman in White, The Moonstone), Orwell of satirical novels (Animal

Farm, 1984). And yet, each wrote a single essay which blended
literary criticism with social commentary and which has changed the
way we look at popular (i.e. ’lower-middle/working-class’) culture.
As one was published close to the beginning of our discussion and one
towards the end, their common points of reference are significant.
It is important here to recount briefly each argument, as the points
raised are central to any study of popular literature and reading

habits.

Wilkie Collins’ essay was published anonymously in

Household Words, Charles Dickens’ weekly journal, in 1858, two years

before The Woman in White.® The title of the essay coined a phrase

which has been used repeatedly by critics since: °'The Unknown
Public’. Collins was anxious to dispel an illusion about reading
habits: that the ’great bulk of the reading public of England’ was

composed of °’'the subscribers to this journal, the customers at the

1 *The Unknown Public’, Household Words 18 (21 August 1858), pp.
217-222




2
eminent publishing-houses, the members of book-clubs and circulating

libraries, and the purchasers and borrowers of newspapers and

reviews’. His discovery to the contrary was made upon closer
inspection of what Collins called "penny-novel  Journals’,
publications which occupied the windows of stationers’ and

tobacconists’ shops in 'the second and third rate neighbourhoods’ of
London, and in ‘every town, large or small’, about England. These
nameless papers contained, for one penny, a mixture of serial and
short stories, ’snippets’ of information (household hints, riddles,
trivia), and a large section offering answers to readers’ queries.
These resembled, in other words, any number of modern weekly
entertainment magazines. Collins was informed ('without
exaggeration’) that five of these journals had a combined weekly
circulation of 1,000,000 copies. Estimating three readers to each

copy sold, he was amazed at the result - ’'a public of three millions

- a public unknown to the literary world...’

'Arguing carefully by inference’, through interviews with
shopowners and an analysis of published replies to readers, Collins
drew several conclusions on the composition of this ’Unknown Public’.
These readers were clearly working-class, judging from ’the social
and intellectual materials’ evident in their queries (’'A reader who
is not certain what the word Poems means...A speculative reader, who
wishes to know if he can sell lemonade without a license...Two timid
girls, who are respectively afraid of a French invasion and dragon-
flies*). Apparently, they read for their own amusement rather than
for information, and quantity was more important than quality:

shopowners could not advise on the contents of the journals, only



3
that they were ’'good pennorths’. In fact, any improvement in the
type of fiction published spelled commercial disaster: an attempt by

one journal to serialize The Count of Monte Cristo resulted in a

"serious decrease’ in circulation. The serial story. which Collins
argued was the chief attraction of the papers, was conventional,
melodramatic, sentimental, undistinguished - but moral:

The one thing which it is possible to advance
in their favour is, that there is apparently no

wickedness in them. There seems to be an
intense in-dwelling respectability in their
dulness. If they 1lead to no intellectual

result, even of the humblest kind, they may
have, at least, this negative advantage, that
they can do no moral harm.

Collins concluded on a surprisingly positive note.
Although he pitied the ignorance of this reading public, which
clearly had never been taught how to read and was therefore
unaccustomed 'to the delicacies and subtleties of literary art’, he
was convinced that, in time and with proper guidance, this group
would develop into a formidable market for literary genius:

it is perhaps hardly too much to say, that the
future of English fiction may rest with this
Unknown Public, which is now waiting to be
taught the difference between a good book and a
bad. It is probably a question of time only.
The largest audience for periodical literature,
in this age of periodicals, must obey the
universal law of progress, and must, sooner or
later, learn to discriminate.

When that period comes, the readers who rank by
millions, will be the readers who give the
widest reputations, who return the richest
rewards, and who will, therefore, command the
service of the best writers of their time. A

great, an unparalleled prospect awaits,
perhaps, the coming generation of English
novelists. To the penny journals of the

present time belongs the credit of having
discovered a new public. When that public



4

shall discover its need of a great writer, the

great writer will have such an audience

as has never yet been known.
It is important to recall that Collins was writing at a time when the
mass-market publishing industry was still in its infancy. He could
not have foreseen the prodigious expansion of the periodical trade
after 1870, when a spate of new publications encouraged not

discrimination and refinement but demand for more of the same,

*light’ entertainment.

George Orwell's now classic essay on 'Boys’ Weeklies’ was
first published in Horizon in March 1940.2 As an examination of
publications which appealed to working-class readers, Orwell’s essay
can be regarded as a direct descendant of Collins®. Although he was
not the first critic since 1858 to explore this subject (Helen
Bosanquet, Edward Salmon, Margaret Phillips and Q.D. Leavis, for
example, had already done so), Orwell’'s essay has attracted the most
attention: he was an author and literary critic of stature and
persuasion, and his essay was published during the war at a time when

interest in the sociology of popular culture was high.

Like Collins, Orwell first became interested in working-
class reading habits through close s;rutiny of the newsagent’s shop,
a fixture in ‘any poor quarter in any big town’. He was clearly
impressed by the ‘unbelievable’ quantity and variety of the tuppenny
weekly magazines. 'Probably the contents of these shops is the best

available indication of what the mass of the English people really

2 ’'Boys’' Weeklies’, in Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus (ed), The
Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell I (Penguin
edn, 1987), pp. 505-531




5
feels and thinks. Certainly nothing half so revealing exists in
documentary form®’, he wrote. With this in mind, Orwell proceeded to
examine one type of publication which was then immensely popular:
'boys’ papers’, commonly called ’dreadfuls’ or ’'bloods’. Looking in
turn at titles published by the Amalgamated Press (Gem, Magnet), and

by D.C. Thomson (Wizard, Hotspur), Orwell sought to highlight

differences as well as similarities. 1In general, he criticized the
unrealistic, over-optimistic world-view expressed in these papers,
which excluded any mention of contemporary political, social and
moral issues. Consequently, in his opinion these failed to prepare
young men for their future responsibilities as citizens. 'The clock
has stopped at 1910’', he observed. *Britannia rules the waves, and

no one has heard of slumps, booms, unemployment, dictatorships,

purges or concentration camps’. Instead, old-fashioned views and
stereotypes were reinforced, especially in terms of class
relationships and a jingoistic patriotism. The Amalgamated Press

papers (which, Orwell admitted, were no longer very popular in 1940,
as they had been in the 1910s and 1920s) were wholly concerned with a
middle-class fantasy world of posh public schools, cricket matches,
silly masters, huge teas and fun-pranks: ’'Everything is safe, solid
and unquestionable. Everything will be the same forever’. Although
the contents of the Thomson papers (the best-selling titles
throughout the interwar period) were more varied and stylistically
superior, they perpetuated these same attitudes. They were, however,
more influenced by the cinema and the °'bolder’ magazines published in
America, in their promotion of bully-worship and a cult of violence:

Instead of identifying with a schoolboy of more

or less his own age, the reader of the Skipper,

Hotspur, etc. is led to identify with a G-man,
with a Foreign Legionary, with some variant of
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Tarzan, with an air ace, & master spy, an
explorer, a pugilist - at any rate with some
single all-powerful character who dominates
everyone about him and whose usual method of
solving any problem is a sock on the jaw.

Orwell admitted that 'on its level the moral code of the
English boys’ papers is a decent one. Crime and dishonesty are never
held up to admiration, there is none of the cynicism and corruption
of the American gangster story’. But while conceding that no one
*in his senses would want to turn the so-called penny dreadful into a
realistic novel or a Socialist tract’ ('An adventure story must of
its nature be more or less remote from real 1life’), Orwell
nonetheless was disturbed by the huge demand for such inferior
fiction among boys, of &all classes, and the distorted view of a
sanitized reality which they were absorbing:

To what extent people draw their ideas from
fiction is disputable. Personally I believe
that most people are influenced far more than
they care to admit by novels, serial stories,
films and so forth, and that from this point of
view the worst books are often the most
important, because they are usually the ones
that are read earliest in life.

It was, in effect, a form of social control, even more worrying given
the obvious right-wing bias in the magazines.

in England, popular imaginative literature is a
field that left-wing thought has never begun to
enter. All fiction from the novels in the
mushroom libraries downwards is censored in the
interests of the ruling class. And boys’
fiction above all, the blood-and-thunder stuff
which nearly every boy devours at some time or
other, is sodden in the worst illusions of
1910. The fact is only unimportant if one
believes that what is read in childhood leaves
no impression behind.

In concluding, Orwell called attention to a similar type of

publication for women (Peg’s Paper, Family Star). These also avoided
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any mention of current affairs, sex, and domestic problems in their
'escapist’ fiction, were wusually rags-to-riches tales involving
office workers or factory girls. The ubiquitous happy ending added
to the lack of realism: ’Always the dark clouds roll away, the kind
employer raises Alfred's wages, and there are jobs for everybody
except the drunks. It is still the world of the Wizard and the Gem,

except that there are orange-blossoms instead of machine guns’.

This thesis is concerned with the reading public which
Collins and Orwell tried to describe, during the period when Orwell
wrote and which Collins would have recognized: from ca. 1914 to ca.
1950. A number of questions will be considered: Was reading as
popular a leisure activity among the lower-middle and working classes
as both writers contended? How extensive, and exclusive, was this
demand? Did the ‘’Unknown Public®' learn to ’discriminate’, as
Collins hoped, and graduate to the works of the °'best writers’?
Were the publishers of such ’popular’ fiction, in both book and
magazine form, guided purely by commercial concerns, or did they seek
to influence their innocent readers as well? Indeed, what was the
relationship between publisher and reader: were their tastes and
views compatible? To what extent can the social and cultural views
of the lower-middle and working classes be inferred from what they

read?

In considering these and other questions, three main
conclusions will be drawn. Firstly, reading was one of the most
popular 1leisure activities among the lower-middle and working

classes; it was an inexpensive way of passing spare time, and one of
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the easiest to accommodate around a job. 'Light’ fiction, in book
and magazine form, was the chief preference, and ’escapism’ appears
to have been the principal motive of both adults and children.

Secondly, the publishing industry. while displaying the resilience to
war and the economic depression which most 1light service industries
did, won its prosperity only through considerable restructuring.
This is best illustrated by the commercialization of popular
literature in the 1920s and 1930s, and the corresponding growth of
agents of distribution such as the ‘’tuppenny libraries’. The
exception, however, was the magazine trade, which suffered from the
aggressive development of other leisure activities. Finally., a
reciprocal relationship, founded upon commercial concerns, existed
between publisher and reader, with the latter directing much of what
was published. Consequently (successful) popular fiction often
embodied a mixture of realism and fantasy, finely tuned according to
demand. In order to gauge the intentions of publishers and the
likely influence such fiction had upon its readers, we will rely less
on conjecture and content analyses, and examine instead three
representative publishers of the period, and their complicated

editorial policies within an increasingly 'mass’ market.

Mass reading habits have:  not been the subject of much
sustained historical inquiry, though something can be learned, for
example, from Q.D. Leavis, Richard Hoggart or Richard Altick.?®
Histories of leisure have considered the development of public

libraries, for instance, but not the magazine and fiction trades.

3 Q.D. Leavis, Fiction and the Reading Public (London, 1932);
Richard Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy (Penguin edn, 1957); Richard
Altick, The English Common Reader (Chicago, 1957)
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The newspaper industry, on the other hand, has been well documented.“
One reason why popular literature has been overlooked is its
diminished scholarly appeal compared with two other leisure
activities, the wireless and the cinema, whose impact has been more
dramatic. Despite this historians have recognized its social
importance. Detective stories, according to A.J.P. Taylor, 'often
provide for the historian clearer and more accurate social detail
than can be found in more literary works’.s Similarly, Rowntree and
Lavers believed that °the reading habits of a nation have a double
significance, for what a man reads not only reveals his present
intellectual and cultural standards, but also helps to determine what
they will be in the future’.® More recently, Kirsten Drotner, in
examining children's magazines, found these to be ‘'excellent
"seismographs of child taste", for an unwelcome change in characters
or an unexpected development of events may immediately be registered

by a sudden drop in circulation figures’.?

The period 1914-1950 has been selected because it
represents the first time the mass reading public was commercially
managed and exploited in a recognizably modern way. It was also in

some respects a calm interval between two turbulent periods: the

4 See especially Alan J. Lee, The Origins of the Popular Press in

England 1855-1914 (London, 1976); Stephen Koss, The Rise and Fall of
the Political Press in Britain (London, 1981-1983)

5 A.J.P. Taylor, English History 1914-1945 (Oxford, 1965), p. 312

6 B. Seebohm Rowmtree and G.R. Lavers, English Life and Leisure

(London, 1951), p. 286

7 Kirsten Drotner, 'Schoolgirls, Madcaps, and Air Aces: English
Girls and their Magazine Reading Between the Wars’, Feminist Studies
IX (Spring 1983), p. 34
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foundation and consolidation of the °'Unknown Public’ before 1914, and
the challenge to reading by such popular entertainments as the cinema
and television during the 1950s. Although the origins of the modern
popular Press can be traced much earlier, 1870 has conventionally
been regarded by historians as the great watershed. Forster’s
Education Act during that year was blamed by contemporaries for
unleashing literacy (and inferior reading habits) among the masses.
In fact, this legislation only accelerated existing trends towards
full literacy, a trend much higher in Scotland than in England and
Wales. Better events to mark the launch of the modern popular press
would be the foundation of specific pioneering publications, such as

the Boy’s Own Paper (1879); Tit-Bits (1881); and the Daily Mail

(1896). Nonetheless, the decades after 1870 did witness a strong
growth in popular publishing in Britain as many firms traded to meet
this new demand. The outbreak of war in 1914 can also be considered
a turning point. After forty years the market for popular literature
had matured; the war and its restrictions on trading and paper pared
the number of publishing houses and accelerated trends towards
concentration of ownership and cheaper-priced fiction which
characterized the period to 1950. Finally, from 1950 new types of
publications emerged with the final lifting of restrictions imposed
during the Second World War which hdd retarded development. These
included women’'s papers containing more ’realistic’ fiction, and the

picture-story paper or ’comic’.

What was the market for popular literature? 'Popular’
does not imply ’common’; this fiction, in book and magazine form, did

not attempt to appeal to all classes. D.L. LeMahieu has identified
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the cinema, and such ’popular’ large-circulation newspapers as the

Daily Mail and the Daily Express, as the best examples of ’common

culture’. The wireless, moreover, saturated British homes in a way
television would after the Second World War.e Rather, popular
literature was directed principally at what Sidney Dark (like
Collins) in 1922 called the ’New Reading Public...that ever-
increasing company drawn from what we commonly call the lower-middle
class and the working class’.® The term implied 'low-brow’,2° often
sensational and critically unacclaimed works - and therefore not
'common’ in the LeMahieu sense. Romantic novels and tuppenny
magazines were aimed at middle and working-class readers in a way
that (say) Graham Greene and The Lady were not.**> John Boon, a
Director of Mills and Boon, perhaps best characterized the market for
this type of fiction when, in 1945, he condemmed a movement in the
industry to ban ’popular’ books in order to release more rationed
paper for ’'quality’ works. Boon emphasized the significant role
such fiction played in the general market and the distinctive nature
of its readership:

The dealers in popular books do a service to

the trade. They are the missionaries who

preach the reading habit. The readers of

quality books form a fairly constant group;

they are less set in their tastes, and less
inclined to be distracted by cheap modern

8 D.L. LeMahieu, A Culture for Democracy (Oxford, 1988), p. 227

9 Sidney Dark, The New Reading Public (London, 1922), pp. 5-6

10 The adjectives ’low-brow® and ‘high-brow’, used by literary
critics throughout this period, are American, first popularized in
Britain by H.G. Wells. (Robert Graves and Alan Hodge, The Long Week-
end (London, 1941], p. 50)

11 The exception was detective fiction, which, as today. seemed to
span all classes of readers. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Agatha
Christie, and Dorothy L. Sayers were especially popular.
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entertainments. The popular reader more often
than not represents what is called in politics
the 'floating vote’. He has to be won from
football pools, the dogs, the cinema, the
wireless and kindred temptations. 1In fact, the
popular trade bears the brunt of the
competition with those forces which tend to
make people read less...Every new reader of
Edgar Wallace does not mean one less of Proust. 1z

Philothea Thompson, former editor of The Bookseller, graphically

described what she called °'the cheap stuff’. Referring to a novel by
the ’'Prince of Storytellers’, E. Phillips Oppenheim, in the Yellow
Jackets series issued by Hodder and Stoughton, she said, 'It really
is representative of the period: in appearance, in absolutely ghastly
writing, in ghastly sentiment - you know, money. All that was
revolting’.2® Occasionally some novels, periodicals and authors

transcended these barriers: most notably. Gone with the Wind and

Rebecca2“; the Picture Post; Georgette Heyer and P.G. Wodehouse.

Popular literature, therefore, is a vast subject.*® 1In
addition to romantic fiction and detective stories, it includes
Westerns, thrillers, adventure tales, historical and children’s
fiction - novels, novelettes and serial stories in magazines.

Variations of the above, moreover, were aimed at certain audiences:

12 John Boon, 'A plague o’ both your houses!’ B. 18 October 1945 pp.
498-499

13 Philothea Thompson was interviewed in Woodstock, Oxon. on 26
February 1987. She joined The Bookseller in 1945, eventually
succeeding Edmond Segrave as Editor.

14 Thompson claimed that Daphne du Maurier’'s 1938 best-seller was a
publishing enigma which appealed to readers in all classes, and would
have broken sales records in each. Rebecca, published by Gollancz,
has never been out of print.

15 Willing's Press Guide, for example, lists nearly 7,500 newspapers
and periodicals published in Britain in 1939.
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women and children, for example. Given this variety. some kind of
concentration has to be made in terms of genre and readership. 1In
this thesis we will look at two types: romantic fiction for women
(both novels and weekly magazines) and boys’ weekly magazines. of
all the popular reading genres, these two were especially ’'managed’
and ‘'targeted’. From the 1870s, and the launch of a ’quality
movement' in popular literature, publishers, parents and critics have
all believed that this popular fiction has had to be regulated with
great care. The more successful publishers adopted a paternalistic
approach to their readers, dispensing conventional attitudes and
ideals in their publications, which were often marketed as a kind of
personal companion and guide. The affinity between publisher and
reader was reinforced by vigorous market research; publishers were
continually 'testing the waters’ in order to maintain an up-to-date
and interesting product in a competitive market. It is because we
can see how publishers both managed their products and reacted to
changing tastes of the reader that popular literature can be regarded
as a useful barometer of the tastes, ideals and aspirations of its
readers. In the case of boys’' weeklies, moreover, these may have
reflected the desires of the parent (the unseen but all-powerful

factor) as much as the child.

The selection of publishing houses to act as ’'test cases’
in this thesis has been conducted according to these considerations.
Publishing archives are scrappy: not only did the 'disposable’ nature
of popular fiction militate against the saving of records, but many
offices and warehouses - including the premises of Cassell, Ward

Lock, and Collins - were destroyed in the blitz. The records-
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editorial and financial - of the Religious Tract Society (publishers

of the Boy's Own Paper and the Girl’s Own Paper), however, are almost

complete, having been evacuated to Surrey in 1940. The archives of
two market 1leaders, Mills and Boon (romantic fiction) and D.C.
Thomson (weekly magazines, including My Weekly and the Wizard). are
less so. 1In order to supplement existing evidence, a wide range of
interviews has been conducted with current and retired executives,
editors, writers and employees of each firm, as well as workers in
related fields such as newsagents and literary agents. As such, we
have constructed 'new’ archives, comprising what has survived and
what we have been able to recreate. The latter, however, by its

nature has been used with discretion.

Before we proceed, several other methodological and
archival points should be clarified. Our discussion of children’s
reading habits will concentrate on boys and girls aged 10-14, which
has been called ’the period of a child's greatest reading’.2® Tastes
in reading were considered to have formed by the school-leaving age.
Judging from evidence that many children as young as twelve were
already enjoying ‘adult’ authors and weekly magazines, an important
continuity can be established between the child reader and the adult
reader. In fact, critics lamented the so-called ’'gap’: this apparent
lack of a bridge between children’s books and classical fiction,

which encouraged so many young readers to take up light fiction. In

16 'Favourite Books of Children: "Treasure Island" A First Choice’,
The Times 8 September 1932 p. 12 Given our age restriction, some
famous children’s authors whose principal readership was younger than
age 10, will not be mentioned: Enid Blyton is the most famous
example.
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1930 The Librarian warned that ’children of all classes, not of the

poor alone’, were at risk:

Our children’'s books are amongst the best in
the world. But it is in that transition stage
from childhood to manhood and womanhood, from
twelve or fourteen to eighteen or twenty that
the fondness for tripe is to be found. Our
literature for that stage is lamentable, poor
both in numbers and quality.

It is because of that gap, bridged, if it is
bridged at all, by the worst of both classes of
literature that so many children who in their
young days are intelligent and eager readers,
become non-readers or avid devourers of the
grown up story of action - the detective tale,
or the romance which is but a poor variant of
Cinderella, substituting the slime of the sex
novel for the romance of the fairy tale. 1z

It is legitimate to study together book and magazine
reading as often no distinction was made between the two among lower-
middle and working-class readers of all ages. 'Reading’ frequently
meant magazine reading; twopenny weeklies were referred to as
'books’, just as for most people 'books’ meant works of fiction. 1In
her survey of reading habits Q.D. Leavis noted that 'It is not an
exaggeration to say that for most people "a book" means a novel’.»®
Similarly, during the 1940s a typical reply to the question, ’Do you
read books?’, posed by Mass-Observation, was, ’'Yes. What you call
magazines. I call them books... well, girls’ books’.2*® Interviewers

preparing a Gallup Poll in February 1940 were surprised by the

17 'Reading Rationally: The Adolescent’s Chance’, The Librarian and
Book World 19 (March 1930), p. 243

18 Leavis, p. 6

19 F/25/D, Chelsea. Mass-Observation classified interview subjects
according to standard sociological groupings: Class B: upper and
middle classes; Class C: artisan, lower-middle and upper-working
class; Class D: unskilled working class.
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*large’ percentage (15%) of people who said they had bought the book
they were reading. Gallup suspected - almost certainly - that some
people included magazines and periodicals in their definition of

'books’.2°

The period after 1937 is much better documented on the
subject of reading habits. Although disappointing, this need not be
discouraging, given the apparent resistance of reading habits to
change. Consequently, important material from the Mass-Observation
archives in particular is used extensively. The London evidence
from the boroughs of Fulham, Chelsea and Tottenham is especially
full, indeed invaluable. From other sources it is easy to conclude
that 1light fiction sold well, but only through Mass-Observation
material is it possible to assess how it was regarded by its
audience, and what impression it made on them.2* The statistical
data, however, has been regarded with care, as much does not stand up
to close scrutiny despite the organization’s reputation. Where
possible, such data has been compared with Gallup Polls. (A satirical

cartoon in the News Chronicle, entitled 'Last-Minute Mess

Observation’, was reproduced ([maliciously?] in a 1951 Gallup

reference book.)22

20 B. 21 March 1940 p. 380

21 The Mass-Observers were notoriously bad spellers and typists;
these deficiencies, coupled with the poor quality of paper used
during the war, make difficult reading. To facilitate examination of
the evidence in this thesis, therefore, elementary spelling mistakes
have been corrected.

22 The News Chronicle, Behind the Gallup Poll (London, 1951), p. 18.
Gallup Polls were conducted along more scientific lines than Mass-
Observation. Normally 2,300 people were interviewed at 230 places
across the country. The results claimed to represent an accurate
cross-section of the population: 'If a sample is accurately selected,
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Like Orwell, Mass-Observation believed that popular
literature had a great influence upon its readership beyond its
obvious entertainment value. 'I have always felt that the literary
weeklies have dangerously ignored the growth of a mass literature’,
Tom Harrisson, the organization's co-founder, wrote in 1941.22
Harrisson and his colleagues argued that popular £fiction could
promote definite attitudes (such as patriotism) and stereotypes
(Bulldog Drummond, the ’intelligent tough’, or the 'mad scientist’),
through several repetitions. Kathleen Box, a full-time investigator
and author of several of the early reports on reading, prefaced a
1940 study on book-reading in Fulham with similar observations on
magazine-reading:

Book buyers and members of book clubs are

largely middle class and largely intellectual

...That there is a gulf between the types of

books read and what ‘'reading’ means to middle

class (especially intellectuals) and working

class people is evident especially from the

types of magazines stocked in the shops in

different districts...Intellectuals may imagine

that ‘’pamphlets’ are a force in determining

public opinion. Few working class people even

know what these are. Much more can be found
out (about) what people like reading from

public 1libraries, twopenny libraries, and
grubby little sweet shops, than from Charing
Cross Road. 24

it represents a near replica of the entire population...a miniature
electorate with the same proportion of farmers, doctors, lawyers,
Catholics, Protestants, old people, young people, businessmen,
labourers, and so on, as to be found in the entire population’. The
maximum normal error in a sample of 1,500 was 4 percent; of 5,000,
2.5 percent. No breakdown was given in terms of class, region, etc.
(George Gallup, A Guide to Public Opinion Polls [Princeton, 1948],
PP. 22-24)

23 M-0 °'Reading’ Box 3 (22 June 1941), pp. 2-4

24 Kathleen Box, °'Wartime Reading’, M-O File Report 47 (March 1940),
p. 27
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She concluded that weekly papers such as Red Star Weekly and Oracle

'must have an enormous influence in forming opinion and determining

shape(s) of wish-pictures and symbols in people’s minds’ .23

Several sources have been consulted extensively in order
to analyze the development of the publishing industry and the popular
fiction market. These include trade publications and relevant
archives. Three weekly journals, for example, have yielded much

information. The Bookseller and The Publishers’ Circular were, and

remain, the organs of the book trade. These provide not only a
continuous record of the publishing industry throughout the period,
but a forum for views on reading habits from leading commentators in
different fields, including publishers, booksellers, 1librarians,

authors and, of course, readers themselves. The Trade Circular,

published by W.H. Smith & Son (the largest wholesale newsagent
supplier in England and Wales), is the corresponding source for the
magazine trade. The archives of W.H. Smith near Abingdon have also
been consulted, as have the records of John Menzies (the largest
distributor in Scotland) in Edinburgh. The W.H. Smith archives have
also been useful on the subject of that firm’'s lending library;
similar information on a rival, the Boots Booklovers Library, has

been obtained at The Boots Co. in Nottingham.

The most popular books, magazines and authors during this
period can be discovered from a variety of sources, including

advertisements, sales figures, bookshop reports and library surveys.

25 Box, M-O 'Reading’ Box 3 File A (4 March 1940), p. 1
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Best-seller lists are rare. An American invention (begun in The
Bookman in 1895 and, as such, criticized here as ’unEnglish’), these
were introduced in Britain by the wholesale suppliers Simpkin
Marshall in 1931 with much controversy. J.B. Priestley led the
campaign against misuse of the term 'best-seller’ in advertisements,
calling for a minimum requirement of sales of 25,000 copies (an
enormous number for the time) in the first three months.2¢

Priestley’s suggestions were not adopted, and the lack of standard
rules means that reliable ’'best-seller lists' are few. Sources of
magazine circulations are also rare. Although the Audit Bureau of
Circulations was founded in 1931, registration was voluntary and low.
Few children’s papers were registered; by nature these did not carry
the significant percentage of advertising that the women's magazines
did, so that the demand for audited figures was minimal. Advertising

yearbooks, including The Advertisers’ A.B.C. and The Newspaper Press

Directory, contain some figures.

Surveys of popular fiction issues from public libraries,
although numerous, must be regarded with care. Public libraries did
not attract a large lower-middle and working-class following until
after the Second World War, when most of the commercial (°'tuppenny’)
libraries - the principal source of 'light’ fiction - closed. Until
this time public libraries usually stocked only ’better’ fiction, a
policy which engendered much debate and criticism during the 1930s.

In 1931, for example, the Publishers® Circular wurged public

librarians to attract readers 'of undeveloped tastes’ by supplying

*admittedly inferior’ fiction:

26 J.B. Priestley, 'No More "Best-Seller"!’' B. 2 March 1934 p. 146
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We also have a duty to those ratepayers who

desire entertainment and recreation only. Many

a tired mill-girl finds her 1little hour of

romance in a novel by Ethel M. Dell or Olive

Wadsley. Many a weary miner 1lives for an

evening in a thrilling world of adventure

created by Edgar Wallace or Jackson Gregory.

Who <can say that the provision of such

entertainment is not the function of a public

library? 27
The assumptions inherent in such public library policy illustrate a
problem which faces the historian of popular culture. Although not
unexpected, given the nature of popular fiction, literary snobbery,
layered over decades, can potentially colour critical
interpretations. For example, on the death of the romantic fiction
writer Ethel M. Dell in 1939, The Times made a rare admission in
placing her alongside Charles Garvice, Nat Gould, and Edgar Wallace
as 'the most popular novelists in the English-speaking world’.22 And
yet these authors - the favourites of the °’'New Reading Public’-
cannot be found in surveys of English literature. The book which
probably had the largest sale and widest readership of any novel in

Britain during the Second World War - James Hadley Chase’s grisly

thriller No Orchids for Miss Blandish - has received similar

treatment, as has Mills and Boon. The firm even conceded so in a
1950 advertisement: 'Many people still disapprove of romantic
fiction. Perhaps you are one, but all the same it remains a
necessary part of any circulating liSrary'.2° John Boon expressed

his resentment over such treatment by literary critics. 'I suppose

27 'What 1S the Function of the Public Library?’ P.C. 18 April 1931
p. 465

28 Penelope Dell, Nettie and Sissie: The Biography of Ethel M. Dell

and her sister Ella (London, 1977), p. 164

29 T.C. 14 January 1950 p. 9
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of any genre we have the biggest readership in the world, but you'll
never see us mentioned’.=° In many cases investigators of reading
habits during this period were apparently reluctant to admit that the
poorer classes, and especially children, were enjoying inferior
fiction. Consequently, the conclusions drawn were largely ‘wishful
thinking’ and must be regarded with care. Two examples can be cited.
In 1916 the reading habits of working-class factory employees, aged
21 and under, were observed by their company supervisor. Given only
the run of his private library (which was well-stocked with ’'boys’

books... temptingly displayed’), these workers preferred Queen Mary’s

Gift Book, Scotland for ever (a Red Cross volume), and Princess

Mary’'s Gift Book over the others. The investigator was cheered by

the selections of his workers, members of the ‘’humbler but
intelligent classes’;®** this conclusion is unwarranted and absurd.
Similarly, in 1927 Foyle’'s, the London bookseller, distributed
questionnaires to schools and clubs across the country to determine
the most popular authors of boys’ books. The top ten were
Ballantyne, Henty, Conan Doyle, Rider Haggard, Strang, Verne,
Marryat, Kipling, Dickens, and -first of the ’'moderns’ - Percy
Westerman. 'The result seems to indicate that the average boy is
conservative in his reading tastes, that he is quite satisfied with

his father’s old favourites, and is slow to adventure into new

30 John Boon was interviewed in London on 10 August 1988 (JB-3).
Apparently, one exception was Sir John Betjeman. °’He got so fed up
with reviewing what he called obscene books or unpleasant subjects,
he was always pleased when he got a Mills and Boon - not that I think
he got very many of them’, Boon said.

31 Peter Playfair, °’The Literary Tastes of Working Lads’, letter,
The Times Literary Supplement 30 November 1916 p. 574
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literary fields’,®2 the Publishers’ Circular commented. What was not

mentioned, however, was that the field of 25 authors was selected (as
above) by Foyle's, and a number of critics, including the Publishers’
Circular, suspected that many ballot papers were filled in by
parents. In a rebuttal, Gunby Hadath, a writer of school stories,
criticised the survey, noting that six of the 25 in the list could
not truly be classed as boys' authors: Conan Doyle, Scott, Kipling,

Stevenson, Dickens and Rider Haggard.>®=®

There are seven chapters in this thesis. Chapter 1 will
consider the period before 1914, in order to provide the necessary
background for an understanding of the focus of this study, 1914-
1950. The origins of the popular publishing industry and the
'Unknown Public’ will be examined, and continuities with post-1914
popular literature will be traced. 1In Chapter 2 a broad overview of
our period will be conducted. We will look at the development of the
industry and the market, the influence of war and the depression, and
the effect on reading of the growth of other leisure activities,
notably the cinema and wireless. Chapters 3 and 5 will consider,
respectively. the reading habits of adults and children/adolescents
from the lower-middle and working classes. In addition to
documenting the extent of reading as a leisure activity, and the
preferred authors and publications, these chapters will also look at

the principal motives for reading. 1In both cases, contemporaries and

32 'Who are the Most Popular Authors of Boy’s Books?’ P.C. 16 April
1927 p. 452

33 P.C. 1 October 1927 pp. 477, 479. John Stevenson, in British
Society 1914-45 (London, 1984), refers to a 1926 survey which
attained exactly the same results; this may be the Foyle's study. (p.
399)
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readers themselves seemed to think ’escapism’ was paramount in
selection of 'light’ fiction, and there was, therefore, a significant
continuity between child and adult reading. Finally. Chapters 4, 6
and 7 will focus on the histories and influence of three publishers
of popular fiction during this period. These include two of the most
successful (Mills and Boon; D.C. Thomson), and, as an interesting
contrast, a prominent but declining firm (The Religious Tract
Society). In each case the complex relationship between market

forces and editorial policies will be discussed.



Chapter 1

'Simply to Listen and Be Thrilled’:

Pre-1914 Background and Continuities

Wilkie Collins certainly would have agreed with the
assertion that, during the nineteenth century, one ’'of the most far-
reaching inventions of an inventive age was the paragraph’-* As
exploited by such entrepreneurs as Newnes and Harmsworth, this
simple, easily digestible device was responsible for bringing
entertainment and enlightenment to the ’Unknown Public’, through
tabloid newspapers (Daily Mail), weekly service magazines (Tit-Bits),
and popular fiction, in the form of novels and the infamous °’penny
dreadfuls’. In this chapter we will consider the origins, generally
and in terms of specific genres, of the market for post-1914 popular
literature which is the principal focus of this thesis. By
presenting such background material, this chapter will, therefore, in
some respects inevitably be a work of synthesis. We will consider
the growth and development of publishing in Britain, in order to
demonstrate the existence before 1914 of a popular literature for
women and children in both book and magazine form, and of certain

continuities between this and the literature of the post-1914 period.

1 Reginald Pound and Geoffrey Harmsworth, Northcliffe (London,
1959)., p. 65
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The twentieth century, we will conclude, inherited an established
market for ’light’ literature and a proven readership. Best-selling
authors such as Marie Corelli and Hall Caine, moreover, set important
precedents. According to Amy Cruse:

They immensely strengthened the taste for a
literature superficial, flashy and untrue, yet
presenting itself as the exponent of high moral
ideals...they enforced the lesson that the
reader’s part was simply to listen and be
thrilled without making any effort to
understand...Yet it would be unfair to say that
the work they did was entirely unfortunate in

its tendency. They gave a vast amount of
pleasure to a large number of people, many of
them people whose sources of pleasure were few. 2

In other words, they helped to establish a trend, just as the popular
prewar magazines did, towards ‘'light’ yet apparently ’wholesome’
reading which characterized the mass-market publishing industry in

the twentieth century.

The years around 1870 separated two distinct periods in
British publishing history. The first of these, from (roughly) 1840-
1870, witnessed significant developments in mass market publishing
and distribution, including the expansion of W.H. Smith in the retail
and library trades, and the popularizing of the ’penny-dreadful’ and
*sensation-novel’ genres. The second period, 1870-1914, contained
three movements which shaped directly the modern market: a marked

increase in the quality and sophistication of composition and

2 Amy Cruse, After the Victorians (London, 1938), p. 186
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production; a trend towards cheaper and more widely-available books;
and a concentration of ownership of periodicals and books in a

handful of large firms.

Prior to 1870, as Collins had argued, a thriving market
existed for popular fiction. 1In general there were three classes:
'penny dreadfuls’, ‘'yellow-backs® (or ’railway novels’) and the
’sensation novels’. They represent the direct ancestors of the
popular literature of the twentieth century, and reached the apex of
their popularity in the 1860s. Penny dreadfuls (so named for their
price and poor quality) catered largely to a young audience, working-
class boys and girls. The pejorative was used to describe both

magazines issued in parts (such as Sweeney Todd) and bloodthirsty

weeklies such as The Boys of England with its legendary character,

Jack Harkaway (1866). Yellow-backs (so named for the colour of their
lurid covers) contained complete stories of a similar type, although
with more adult themes. Reminiscent of the American ’'dime novels’,
they are an early example of inexpensive popular fiction, bound in
stiff or paper covers and sold mainly on railway bookstalls for the
benefit of travellers. Sensation novels, on the other hand, were
proper full-length hardcover works distributed largely through public
libraries and the three principal subscription libraries: Mudie’s,
W.H. Smith and Boots. These novels, written more by women than men,
inspired writers of light fiction intended for users of the °’tuppenny

libraries’ during the 1930s.

Given their low price and sensational subject matter penny

dreadfuls and yellow-backs were aimed at the lower-middle and working
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classes, the ’Unknown Public’. They were sold through traditional
bookstalls and on a more personal level, by hand outside factories or
through tobacconists, sweets vendors and corner-shop grocers.
Discounts of more than double the customary 25 percent were offered
by publishers to shopkeepers who gave these papers high exposure in

their windows.® Popular penny dreadfuls included Seduction, or the

Perils of a Woman’s Life; Wild Will, or the Pirates of the Thames;

and two well-known thrillers, The Blue Dwarf and Dick Turpin.=« The

tone of the yellow-backs is suggested by two of G.W.M. Reynolds’
publications: 'Loves of the Harem’ and 'Bronze Statue, or the
Virgin's Kiss®., The size of edition of both types of publications
varied between 1,000 and 10,000 copies; one can assume that copies
were passed around and the actual readership was much higher.s
Edward Lloyd, one of the most prolific of these publishers (known in
the trade as the ‘'Salisbury Square School’) perhaps Dbest
characterized the lowly status of his patrons:

You see, our publications circulate amongst a

class so different in education and social

position to the readers of three-volume novels,

that we sometimes distrust our own judgement,

and place the manuscript in the hands of an
illiterate person - a servant or a machine boy.

3 James Greenwood, The Wilds of London (London, 1874), pp. 159-160.
Lady Bell’s 1907 description of the large number of 'small composite
shops’ in poorer districts which, in addition to selling groceries
and other goods, ’put before their public an unfailing supply of
daily and weekly newspapers suited to their tastes, and penny
novelettes’, is relevant here. (At the Works [Virago edn, 1985], p.
144)

4 According to E.S. Turner, Black Bess, or The Knight of the Road,
published by E. Harrison, is, at 254 weekly parts, 2,028 pages and
over 2.5 million words, the longest penny dreadful by one author on
record. (Boys Will Be Boys [London, 1975], p. 48)

5 See 'The Literature of Vice', B. 28 February 1867 pp. 121-123;
Michael Sadleir, 'Yellow-Backs', in John Carter (ed), New Paths in

Book Collecting (London, 1934), p. 150
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for instance. If they pronounce favourably
upon it, we think it will do. s

Richard Altick claimed that by the 1850s the first truly mass reading
public in Britain had been established, due 1largely to such
publishers as Lloyd and Reynolds. °'It was only around the fifties
that the familiar phrase of "literature for the millions" ceased to
be mere hyperbole and came to have a basis in sober fact’.? A
popular interest in reading, promoted by the radical press during the
periods of the Reform Bill and Chartism, was now exploited and
enhanced by publishers of penny papers, and the sensational
storylines and extensive advertising served to increase demand.
Indeed, in 1852 Charles Knight said that the average weekly sale of

four popular magazines exceeded 200,000 per week: Cassell's Paper,

Reynolds’' Miscellany, The Family Herald and The London Journal, the

latter selling 450,000.2

Circulation figures, the most useful indices of
popularity, do not exist for penny dreadfuls or yellow-backs. There
is no reason to doubt, however, that they were read in large numbers;
the literary ’establishment’ certainly thought they were, and with
harmful effects. Thomas Wright, for example, regarded penny
dreadfuls as ’such utter, unredeemed rot...we are more inclined to

believe that their "pull®” must lie, not in interesting boys, but in

6 Quoted in Thomas Frost, Forty Years’ Recollections: Literary and
Political (London, 1880), p. 90

7 Richard Altick, °’English Publishing and the Mass Audience in
1852°', Studies in Bibliography VI (1954), pp. 4-5

8 Quoted in ’'The Sale of Penny Periodicals in Victoria’'s Young
Days’, P.C. 21 April 1923 p. 421
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flattering them, pandering to their weaknesses and want of sense’.®

The Quarterly Review even blamed them for the increase in juvenile

crime. 'The story is always the same. An errand boy or an office
lad is caught in the act of robbing his master...In his desk are
found sundry numbers of these romances of the road’'.2° George
Humphery. however, claimed that such literature filled young people’s
heads with exalted and unobtainable dreams, such as how to become a
duke or a countess. ’'The effect of this is seen’, he claimed, ’in
the exalted opinions the young people entertain of themselves, even
to the disuse of ordinary politeness. Out of ten boys who applied

for work, only one said "Please" or "Thank you."’'22

If penny dreadfuls and yellow-backs characterized much of
the retail trade prior to the 1870s, sensation novels were the
mainstays of the circulating libraries. In essence, these were
similar in style and content to the penny publications (indeed, many

were issued initially in parts, serialised in such periodicals as The

Sixpenny Magazine), but extended to three volumes. The prime
exponents of this genre were Mrs. Henry Wood (East Lynne, 1861) Mary

Elizabeth Braddon (Lady Audley’s Secret, 1862) and 'Ouida’ (Under Two

Flags, 1867). Charles Knight described well the typical elements in
such novels:

In a sensation novel of the genuine sort, are
to be found a pleasant distillation of the

9 Thomas Wright, °'On a Possible Popular Culture’, The Contemporary
Review 40 (July 1881), p. 35

10 'Penny Fiction’, The Quarterly Review 171 (July 1890), pp. 154-
155

11 George R. Humphery, °’'The Reading of the Working Classes’, The
Nineteenth Century 33 (January-June 1893), pp. 692-693
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topics that daily present themselves in the

records of the criminal courts and police

offices, all so softened down and made easy to

juvenile capacities, that murders, forgeries,

burglaries, arson, breach of trust, adulteries,

seductions, elopements, appear the common

incidents of an English household. 12
The pgreatest sensation these novels caused was the fact that the
criminals were seemingly moral and upright people. Nonetheless, good
always triumphed over evil, and despite the strong overtones of sex
and violence these were essentially morality tales, structured around
a love story. Evil Lady Audley is exposed for attempting to murder
her husband (by pushing him down a well); Lady Isabel in East Lynne
repents on her deathbed for abandoning her husband and children.

Sales were unprecedented: East Lynne, for example, sold over 500,000

copies, in addition to being circulated by Mudie’s.*® Lady Audley’s

Secret sold out eight editions in three months.4 Given the fact
that these novels were published in three volumes (price: 31s. 6d.),
obtainable mainly at the subscription libraries (patronised by the
middle and upper classes), and serialized only in the more expensive
(6d.) magazines, it is unlikely that these authors attracted a large
working-class audience at this time, though their sales demonstrate
just how big was the non-working-class reading public. Their
popularity and influence later, when cheaper editions were available,
is, however, evident. In 1880 Thomas.Frost claimed that 'the authors
whose works are most in demand among the subscribers to Mudie’s are

also those which stand highest in favour of the readers of the penny

12 Charles Knight, Passages of a Working Life During Half a Century
IIT1 (London, 1873), pp. 180-181

13 Introduction, East Lynne (Everyman edn, 1984), pp. v-vi

14 Introduction, Lady Audley’s Secret (Virago edn, 1985), p. ix
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periodicals, so far at least as they have been brought within their
reach’.*® Wood, moreover, was the author most favoured by working-
class men and women according to Lady Bell’s 1901 survey of

Middlesbrough.*®

As with the penny publications, critics expressed much
scorn for the sensation novels. A commercial atmosphere floats
around works of this class, redolent of the manufactory and the shop.
The public want novels, and novels must be made - so many yards of
printed stuff, sensation-pattern, to be ready by the beginning of the

season’,*” the Quarterly Review claimed. Slick advertising

techniques which nurtured cults of personality around best-selling
authors were satirized by another critic: 'a well-known and much-
esteemed author of to-day "with the proceeds of some Dblueberries,
sold to the mother of her future husband, bought the pencil with
which her first story was written." This is the fabulous and vulgar

trash which takes the place of history and criticism-.*®

Several developments - educational, technical, and
organizational - facilitated the growth of the market for this kind

of popular fiction. The elimination of stamp duties on newspapers,

15 Frost, p. 323

16 Bell, pp. 165-166. Similerly, in Lark Rise to Candleford Laura
described ’'the more daring and up to date’ girls in Candleford town
'who liked a thrill in their reading, devoured the novels of Ouida in
secret, hiding the book beneath the mattresses of their beds between
whiles, For their public reading they had the Girl's Own Paper’.
(Flora Thompson [Penguin edn, 1987], p. 497)

17 ’'Sensation Novels’, The Quarterly Review 113 (April 1863). p. 483

18 'The Literature of Snippets’, The Saturday Review 87 (15 April
1899), p. 456
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for example, was an encouragement not only to that genre but to all
types of reading matter. The growth of the railways, and extension
of the telegraph, helped in better distribution and communication.
Increased rail travel created a market for light reading to while
away the journey. Improved methods of lighting, in the home and in
public areas, also encouraged reading. 1In the 1850s better paper-

making machinery was developed, and paper was cheapened with the use

of woodpulp. The invention of the rotary printing press, which
printed on continuous rolls of paper, speeded production
considerably, and made possible larger editions.2® A changing

occupational structure persuaded many proprietors to develop
storypapers featuring characters that would appeal to certain
workers, such as mill girls, shop-assistants and domestic help.
Finally, literacy levels were increasing throughout the nineteenth
century. By 1870, the formal literacy rate in England and Wales
(i.e. the ability to sign one’s name) was estimated at 80 percent,
and in Scotland 90 percent. By 1900 these figures had increased to
97 and 98 percent,2?° and contemporaries were apt to blame the spread
of literacy for the degraded tastes of the poor. ’The intellectual
faculties of the bulk of the nation were too long in bondage; it

should not cause any wonder that when the shackles of ignorance were

19 Herbert Tracey (ed), The British Press (London, 1929). pp. 15-16

20 Lawrence Stone, ‘'Literacy and Education in England, 1640-1900°,
Past and Present 42 (February 1969), p. 120. Stone added that with
the spread of education, by the late nineteenth century °'the ratios
between name-signing and an adequate reading capacity. and between
reading capacity and writing capacity, tended rapidly to converge’.
Indeed, R.K. Webb has suggested that, as early as the 1840s, between
two-thirds and three-quarters of the working class were fully
literate, i.e. able to read. (R.K. Webb, 'Working Class Readers in
Early Victorian England’, English Historical Review 65 [1950], pp.
333-351; The British Working Class Reader 1790-1848 [London, 1955])
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struck off there was a rush to the Elysian fields of fancy and
pleasure’, one wrote.22 James Haslam measured the optimistic
expectations of the 1870 Education Act against the facts of working-
class reading habits in Manchester. '"The Three Rs" were to lead
magically to higher planes of morality, politer manners, purer
thoughts*, he wrote. 'The contrast between these expectations and
the present reality is enough to make the most robust optimist a

temporary cynic’.22

Booksellers quickly saw the possibilities of this new
market and moved to exploit it. In 1848 the first W.H. Smith railway
bookstall, at Euston Station, was opened, the beginning of an
impressive network of stalls and bookshops throughout England and
Wales.232 In early years this firm prided itself in stocking a
'better’ selection of reading matter than just the wvulgar penny
papers in great demand; in later years it carried the full range of
popular fiction. In 1860 the W.H. Smith Circulating Library was
founded, operating through each bookstall, as an alternative to
Mudie’s Library (1842). Both libraries were the principal purchasers
of the first three-volume editions of novels. Given the cost of an

annual subscription (at least £1 per year, for one volume), patrons

21 Joseph Ackland, 'Elementary Education and the Decay of
Literature’, The Nineteenth Century 35 (March 1894), p. 423

22 James Haslam, The Press and the People (Manchester, 1906), p. 3.
Haslam, something of an idealist, correlated poor living conditions
with low-brow reading tastes. 'When the slum-dweller delights in
reading Milton and Shakespeare then there will be no more slums’, he
believed.

23 W.H. Smith’s Scottish counterpart, John Menzies, opened his first
bookstalls at Perth and Stirling in 1857. Unlike Smith’s, Menzies
did not offer a circulating library.
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of the circulating libraries were largely middle-class. William
Faux, the 1librarian of W.H. Smith in 1903, noted the distinct
difference between his customers and users of the free public
libraries. ‘'Now those folks can have the best of English literature
to read for nothing, but middle-class people prefer to join a
circulating library which, you see, must supply volumes in good
condition and without having hair-pins, bread-crusts, and such
trifles lodged among the pages’.24 In 1899 the main competitor of

Mudie's and W.H. Smith, Boots Booklovers Library. was founded.

Simultaneous to the expansion of the subscription
libraries were the growth of similar facilities for the working
class. These included the £free public libraries (authorized by
Parliament in 1850), libraries of Mechanics’ Institutes, and the
myriad of shop lending libraries which were the precursors of the
'tuppenny libraries’ of the 1930s. The latter were supplied by large
firms, mainly London-based, such as the Imperial Book Club Libraries
('A Necessary Addition to every Newsagency. Good profits and no
risk’) and the Tabard Inn Library Ltd. (’'current fiction on loan at
cheap rates - frequent exchanges’).25  Although the free library
system experienced strong growth - between 1896 and 1911 the number

of loans doubled, to S4 million, and expenditure increased threefold

24 'A Great Librarian: Mr. William Faux On His Half-Century's
Experiences’, The Book Monthly October 1903 p. 27. Hygiene was
indeed an attraction of the circulating libraries; Boots vowed to
destroy by fire any returned volume that had come into contact with
an infected person or area.

25 Advertisements in The National Newsagent, Bookseller, Stationer
and Fancy Trades Journal, 1920 and 1935 edns
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- less than five percent of the population were registered
borrowers.2¢ Annual subscriptions to the Mechanics’ Institute
libraries varied between 15 shillings and £1, and the subscriptions
probably excluded much of the working class, although one such
library in Candleford town introduced Laura to the works of Dickens,
Scott, Austen and Trollope.2? It was thus the shop lending libraries

or the penny publications which met most working-class demand.

This new mass market for 1low-grade fiction provoked a
strong opposition to its apparent excesses. This precipitated a kind
of ’'quality-control' movement during the 1870s and 1880s. The weekly
magazine trade was the first to be reorganized and ’sanitized’ in
this fashion. Leading the crusade against the penny dreadfuls was

the Religious Tract Society, publishers of The Boy’s Own Paper (1879)

and The Girl’s Own Paper (1880). The success of these papers (each

achieved an initial weekly sale of 200,000, equal to the most popular

dreadfuls) was a revelation to the industry, illustrating the

attractions of high-quality production and the seeming
size of the market for ‘’wholesome’ fiction. The Edinburgh

26 P.J. Waller, Town City and Nation (Oxford, 1983), p. 314. In
1895 George H. Elliott, the public librarian in Belfast, said that
less than three percent of the population of the city (7,152 of
285,000) were registered borrowers. Although these readers came from
'nearly every section of the community’, Elliott noted that, as ’in
most of the other public libraries in England and elsewhere so it is
here - the class most largely represented is that of bookkeepers or
clerks, and not mechanics and factory workers as some suppose’.
(George H. Elliott, ’'Our Readers and What They Read’, The Library 7
[1895]), p. 276)

27 Thompson, p. 415. The fierce one-legged librarian ’seemed to
bear a positive grudge against frequent borrowers,® Thompson wrote.
*"Carn’t y'make up y’re mind?" he would growl at some lingerer at the
shelves. "Te-ak th'first one y’comes to. It won't be no fuller
o’'lies than t’others."’
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Review must have had the B.0.P. in mind when it made this inspired
appeal to publishers:

Carry the war into the enemy’s camp; flood the

market with good, wholesome literature instead

of the poisonous stuff to which hapless

purchasers are now condemned. The battle must

be fought out by the purveyors of fiction, and

it must be made as easy and profitable to

provide a dainty, harmless, and well-seasoned

repast as a dish of poison. 2=
Helen Bosanquet in 1901 recognised the improving trend in popular
literature and gave credit where it was due. °'We have to thank the
business man rather than the philanthropist. Publishers of some
standing are finding out that it is profitable to cater for the
million, and they are learning also that the million prefers good to

bad, when good implies some positive merit and is not merely

goody’ .2°

28 'The Literature of the Streets’, The Edinburgh Review 165
(January 1887), p. 63. The Boy’s Own Paper was not founded without
much deliberation in the Religious Tract Society about publishing a
*secular’ paper (which really resembled a much-tamer penny dreadful).
In 1900 the Chairman of the R.T.S., responding perhaps to dissension,
defended the magazines for confronting the ’'terrible literature’ of
the competition (which, he claimed, encouraged gambling and suicides)
on common ground. ‘'We have tried to face and counteract...That is
really the ground-work of our publications, which are not strictly
religious ones, such as the B.0.P. and the G.0.P.; we feel justified
in meeting this difficulty in that way-’. See chapter 7. (The
Relipious Tract Society Record June 1900 p. 44)

29 Helen Bosanquet, 'Cheap Literature’, The Contemporary Review 79
(May 1901), p. 681. This ’quality’ movement in publishing may be
included as part of the general trend towards middle-class control of
mass leisure habits through commercial ownership and direct
regulation. According to W. Hamish Fraser, °’Undoubtedly many of the
middle classes had feared what the workers might do with their
leisure time, and as a result pubs were controlled by licensing,
music halls were censored, beaches were cleaned up [bathers were
clothed], sports and games were formalised and moderated. In other
ways, however, the process was a self-imposed one, as perspectives
broadened through travel and reading “"educated" working-class
families into generally "acceptable" behaviour’. (The Coming of the
Mass Market [London, 1981)], p. 231)
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A triumvirate of shrewd entrepreneurs recognised this new
trend towards quality and, in effect, transformed magazine journalism
in Britain. Their success initiated the trend towards a quasi-middle
class domination of popular culture in Britain as well as the
monopolizing of the market by a handful of large firms. George
Newnes was the first, with Tit-Bits in 1881, the widely-imitated
"snippet’ paper, filled with easy-to-read trivia and useful
information. The Editor described the paper’s intentions in the
first issue (22 October 1881):

The business of the conductors of Tit-Bits will

be like that of the dentist - an organized

system of extracting ...Any person who takes in

Tit-Bits for three months will at the end of

that time be an entertaining companion, as he

will then have at his command a stock of smart

sayings and a fund of anecdotes which will make

his society agreeable.
Here, then, was a simple method towards social acceptance for all
classes. Flora Thompson noted how Tit-Bits was taken by ’almost
every family’, and how people delighted in the trivial knowledge
dispensed by these ’'Yellow Books’.=° Tit-Bits was praised as a
unique source of edification for the masses, and derided as the
beginning of the decline of English journalism. Nonetheless, by 1888
it was selling an average of 350,000 copies per week,®* an enormous
number, and prompted a host of imitations: the other members of the
triumvirate, C. Arthur Pearson and Alfred Harmsworth (later Lord

Northcliffe), achieved their initial successes with similar papers,

Pearson’s Weekly (1890) and Harmsworth’s Answers to Correspondents

(1888). Competition between rival papers was great and ingenious

30 Thompson, pp. 498-499

31 Successful Advertising 9th edn (London, 1888), p. 414
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prize competitions served to boost circulation. Answers offered a
macabre insurance scheme for their readers; if injured in a railway
accident while bearing a copy of the publication, the victim would be
paid £1,000; by 1892 the payment had risen to £2,600.22 During an
influenza epidemic eucalyptus oil, considered a preventative, was

sprayed on copies of Pearson’s Weekly.=22

Of this triumvirate, Harmsworth was the most prolific and
innovative. His achievements in magazine journalism stand beside his
landmark newspaper foundations, the Daily Mail (1896) and the Daily
Mirror (1903). By 1909, he published nearly 50 titles that sold 8.5
million copies weekly.=24 His firm, the Amalgamated Press, founded
boys® papers such as the Wonder (1892), Marvel (1893, which
introduced Sexton Blake, Detective), Union Jack (1894), and The
Magnet (1908), and established a2 magazine market for women with

titles such as Forget-Me-Not (1891), Home Chat (1895), and Woman’s

Weekly (1911).2s Forget-Me-Not was one of the first weekly penny

magazines targeted specifically at women. With a pale blue wrapper
and perfumed paper, it promised to be ’as bright and pure as the
flower from which it gets its name’. Subtitled *A Pictorial Journal

for Ladies’, among its features were romantic fiction (’Diary of a

32 Answers 26 November 1892 p. 1

33 Sidney Dark, The Life of Sir Arthur Pearson (London, 1922), pp.
57-58

34 Souvenir of Banquet, Held at Fleetway House (London, 1912), no p.

35 Circulation figures, July 1894: Marvel 144,000; Union Jack
132,000; Wonder 184,000, Answers 335,000; Comic Cuts 425,000; Chips
282,000; Forget-Me-Not 141,000. The boys’ papers were described as
selling ’'in the hundreds of thousands und yielded their quota of
profits’. (Pound and Harmsworth, p. 165)
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Professional Beauty’ and 'Confession of a Wallflower’), and articles
on etiquette, fashion, and household topics. The editors flattered
the largely lower-middle class readership by always using the term of
address, ‘Ladies’. Harmsworth’s women’s magazines inspired many
imitations, all designed for wives and mothers with limited means-
middle and working-class women who required domestic and maternal
guidance, as well as ’'wholesome’ entertainment. One of his many
innovations, opposed by newsagents, was starting a serial story in
one paper, and continuing it in another, thereby boosting sales - but

increasing customer complaints.3®

The magazine market expanded prodigiously along with the
reading public before the First World War. By 1914 there were 200
publishers of weekly and monthly periodicals active in Britain.
Francis Hitchman estimated in 1881 that between five and six million
penny publications - weeklies and monthlies - circulated in London
alone every week, in what he described as ’a remarkable phenomenon of

modern times’.®? In 1898 Blackwood’'s Magazine counted over thirty

weekly fiction publications costing a penny or less, each containing
no less than 20,000 words of romance and adventure.3® Ralph

Rollington, himself a former proprietor of boys’ papers, observed in

36 Ibid., p. 117

37 Francis Hitchman, ’'The Penny Press’, Macmillan's Magazine 43
(1881), p. 396. He added that °some 14 or 15 papers’ for boys were
published each week, with a total circulation ’of at least a million
and a half. It is somewhat melancholy to have to add that, with few
exceptions, these papers are silly and vulgar in the extreme, and
that two or three are positively vicious’.

38 'Penny Fiction’, Blackwood’'s Edinburgh Magazine 164 (December
1898). Such magazines as Tit-Bits and Home Notes were excluded from
the list, as these were not exclusively fiction-orientated.
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1913 how this market had grown since the appearance of Edwin J.

Brett’'s The Boys of England in 1866. Whereas writing for boys used

to be an adventure and a lark, now writers could earn between £500

and £1,000 annually.>®

The major development in book publishing during this
period was the displacement of the costly three-volume novel, or
‘three-decker’, by a one-volume, six-shilling edition, which was
followed by even cheaper editions if demand warranted. This
encouraged the distribution of literature among all classes. The
fall of the three-decker occurred in the mid-1890s, under the
pressure of increasing public demand for cheaper first editions, and
of the circulating libraries, faced with rising storage costs and
budget restraints. Heinemann published one of the first new one-
volume novels, Hall Caine’s The Manxman, at 6s. in 1894.4° As we
shall see in Chapter 2, this move, although profitable for the
industry, was as detrimental to new writers and quality books as the
cheap pricing movement was after the First World War. A modest sale
of between 350 and 500 copies of three-volume novels to the libraries
would cover costs; by 1920 this threshold had increased to 2,000.%>
Although cheaper editions were now established, the Net Book
Agreement, introduced in 1900, prevented pricing wars between
booksellers and publishers in forbidding the sale of any new book at

less than the established net price.

39 Ralph Rollington, A Brief History of Boys' Journals (Leicester,
1913), p. 85

40 Guinevere L. Griest, Mudie’'s Circulating Library and the
Victorian Novel (Newton Abbot, 1970), p. 182

41 'First Novels’', P.C. 18 October 1919 p. 331
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Most of the new houses which published popular literature
were family foundations run by a strong, influential proprietor.
Often a publisher achieved great success with an individual author or

a particular series, such as the Sixpenny Blacks, classic literature

issued by Hutchinson (founded 1887); in format and price this series
pre-dated the success of Penguin Books by some fifty years.42
Cassell, incorporated in 1883, achieved a string of juvenile

successes beginning with Treasure Island (1883) and King Solomon’s

Mines (1885). Heinemann established an author and an imprint
simultaneously with the publication of Hall Caine’s The Bondman
(1890), which had been turned down by Cassell. Similarly, Methuen,

in 1895, published Marie Corelli’s The Sorrows of Satan, which had an

initial sale greater than any previous novel, bestowing upon it the
(largely symbolic) title of the first bestseller in English history.
Sales of this novel reached 202,000 copies by 1919.42 Several book
firms also published magazines, including the Religious Tract Society

(B.O.P., G.O.P.) and Cassell (Chums).

With greater competition, novel methods of advertising and
publicity gimmicks were widely used; superlatives were common. For

example, in the 1890s the Aldine Publishing Company produced several

42 See chapter 2. Penguin was the first successful paperback series
in Britain, but not the first paperbacks.

43 Brian Masters, Now Barabbas was a Rotter (London, 1978), p. 3.
Corelli weaned an entire generation on florid, if inferior, fiction.
Miss Clarinda, in The Mighty Atom (1896), is outspoken on the evils
of popular literature, in this excerpt that captures Corelli’s turgid
prose: ’'To see the young gels nowadays with their books an’' their
penny papers, all a-gabblin’ of a parcel of rubbish as doesn’'t
consarn ’'em, - it dew drive me wild, I can tell youl® (pp. 44-45)
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*libraries’ of thrilling stories for boys, priced between one and six

pence, depending on the length. The Aldine O’er Land and_ Sea

Library. 64 pages for 2d., was described as 'the largest (containing
more good reading), the Cheapest, and Best Twopenny Library in the
World’. Newnes’ British Boys (1896) was heralded as 'The Best and
Biggest Halfpenny Boys’ Paper in the World’, while W. Lucas’ Ching
Ching’'s Own (1888, 1d.) was called a ’Journal that will please the
boys. Four Serials, Novelette, Short Stories - Liberally
Illustrated’. For ladies, Pearson’s Home Notes, which was ’'Profusely
Illustrated’, was subtitled °*The hand that rocks the Cradle Rules the

World'. Horace Marshall’s oddly-titled Ladies’ Bits (1892) and Book-

Bits (1896) obviously preyed upon Newnes’ success. T. Harrison

Roberts’ Gainsborough Novels at 1/2d. were described as the

*Sensation of the Century’, with such titles as 'A Passionate
Wooing’. Like yellow-backs, pocket-sized ’'Complete Novelettes’ were
a common publication at this time, often published in connection with

weekly magazines such as Bow Bells or The Family Herald.“* Some

authors ran their own papers: Both W.H.G. Kingston and G.A. Henty
edited the Union Jack (1880-1883), and Captain Mayne Reid The Boy’s

Illustrated News. The marketing of series of books, or °'libraries’,

was common: Methuen's 1/- Library (featuring Marie Corelli),
Everyman's Library, Nelson's Library, as well as groups of sevenpenny
fiction offered by Hutchinson, Hurst and Blackett, Macmillan and Ward

& Lock. Cassell’s People’s Library, which included in its list

44 Laura’s grandmother in Lark Rise was an avid reader of
novelettes, including such titles as His Ice Queen. 'Except when
engaged in housework, she was never seen without a book in her hand.
It was always a novelette, and she had a large assortment of these
which she kept tied up in flat parcels, ready to exchange with other
novelette readers’. (Thompson, p. 94)
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Wuthering Heights, was offered at 1s. 6d. leather and 8d. cloth, and

sold 850,000 copies by 1909.4 The promotion of publishing imprints
rather than individual authors in this fashion would be put to best
use by Mills and Boon, founded in 1908. Nat Gould attributed his
million sales in Britain, his largest market, to publicity. "My
publisher, Mr. John Long, pushes them vigorously and advertises them
effectively here. You have, no doubt, seen the very taking posters

and bills that he puts up at the railway stations and elsewhere’.“®

Which authors were most popular in the decades before the
First World War? Officially, there were four best-selling authors
during this period: Marie Corelli, Hall Caine, Charles Garvice and
Nat Gould. Corelli’s sales averaged 100,000 copies per year; Caine’s
45,000.47 Caine, like Corelli, interlaced a throbbing romance with
wider social issues; total sales of his works by 1921 had passed the
five million mark.“® Garvice, author of Just a Girl and other light
romances, sold between 1899 and 1920 over seven million copies; the
standard size of his cheap reprint edition was 125,000 copies.*® 1In

1914 alone he sold 1,750,000 books.®° Similarly, Gould’s novels of

45 P.C. 13 February 1909 p. 220
46 B. 5 April 1912 pp. 462-463
47 Masters, p. 6

48 J.A. Stewart, 'Sir Hall Caine: OQur Most Popular Novelist’, P.C. 4
June 1921 p. 571. 1In 1898 H.G. Wells complained bitterly to George

Gissing of Caine’'s 1latest success, The Christian: ’'His damned
infernal...book has sold 100,000 (one hundred thousand) copies...
Otherwise he has no claim upon our attention’. (Parrinder and

Philmus (ed), H.G. Well's Literary Criticism [Sussex, 1980], p. 78)

49 B. March 1920 p. 156

50 Douglas Sladen, My Long Life (London, 1939), p. 281
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the turf sold in the 'millions’ by 1912. His output averaged between

4-5 books and one annual per year.5?

Several retailers recalled the best-selling authors at
this time. The manager of the W.H. Smith bookshop in Berkhamstead
from 1906-1945 commented that with the advent of the six-shilling
novel 'we were never short of a best seller’. Stanley Weyman, Conan
Doyle, Rider Haggard, Corelli, Kipling and Caine were most popular.s2
The recollections of a London newsagent confirmed the demand for
*light fiction’:

My most persistent recollection is of the

holiday reading that found £favour with the

crowds that thronged the piers and promenades

of Morecambe, Blackpool, Bridlington and

Scarborough. It seems to me, as I look back,

that every other person I met was reading =a

book by Charles Garvice...Those who weren’t

were probably reading Effie Adelaide Rowlands

or a 'thriller’ by Fred M. White, Headon Hill

or Richard Marsh. =3
Among Garvice’s competitors were those revealed in a seven-month
survey of ’'Best-Selling Books®’ at 64 W.H. Smith bookshops and railway
bookstalls in 1912. *Firm favourites’ included John Masefield,

Arnold Bennett (Matador of the Five Towns) and Harold Begbie (Broken

Earthenware). Romantic fiction by Baroness Orzcy (Fire in Stubble),

Mrs. Belloc Lowndes (Chink in the Armour), and Elinor Glyn (Halycone)
also sold well, as did new editions of Bram Stoker’s Dracula. 1In
fact, the number of new editions of popular works, selling from 7d.

to 2s.6d., illustrate the trend towards wider and cheaper

51 B. 5 April 1912 pp. 462-463

52 The Newsbasket March 1948 p. 47

53 T.C. 16 October 1943 p. 8
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distribution. Florence Barclay's emergence as the pre-eminent
romantic novelist was also recognised: 'Florence Barclay’s books are
now more popular than the well-known authoress Marie Corelli’.s* The

Rosary, published in 1909, sold over one million copies; the

Publishers® Circular estimated in 1921 that . 20 million people had

read it.ss

0f the most popular children’s authors and magazines, an
1884 survey of 2,000 boys and girls aged 11-19 (’'from the ordinary
Board schoolboy to the young collegian’) is a rare source of
information, though its conclusions have to be handled with care.
Traditional children’s authors ranked alongside popular sensation
novelists. The most popular authors among 790 boys polled were, in
order, Charles Dickens (223 votes), W.H.G. Kingston (179), Sir Walter
Scott (128), Jules Verne (114) and Captain Marryat (102). Robinson

Crusoe was cited as most favorite book, and the B.O.P. was the

54 The Newsbasket March 1912 p. 67. Florence Barclay included among
her fans the Tsar and Tsaritsa of Russia. The Tsar was especially
enamoured of Through the Postern Gate, and was called by his wife
’Boy Blue’ after the protagonist. 'I had to resort to my
handkerchief several times. I like to re-read some of the parts
separately, although I know them practically by heart. I find them
so pretty and truel!’ he wrote to the Tsaritsa on 31 March 1916.
(C.E. Vulliamy (ed), The Letters of the Tsar to the Tsaritsa 1914-
1917 {London, 1929], p. 162. According to Vulliamy, °'This book seems
to have appealed profoundly to the Tsar and Tsaritsa, and there are
several pathetic and playful allusions to it in  their
correspondence’. [p. 164])

55 'Mrs. Florence Barclay’, P.C. 19 March 1921 p. 309. The unusual
title was taken from a popular song of the period. 1In 1911, with
sales already topping 300,000, the publisher, Putnams, announced
there were no plans for an edition cheaper than the published one at
six shillings. 'It is sufficiently obvious that there is no reason
why they should, and the large sale is an eloquent corroboration of
Mr. Heinemann’s opinion that six shillings is and is likely to remain
the proper price for a new novel', the B. noted. (20 October 1911 p.
1447)
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overwhelmingly preferred magazine, with 404 votes; Tit-Bits (27) was
a distant second. Girls preferred Dickens (355 votes), Scott (248),
Charles Kingsley (103), and Charlotte M. Yonge (100); Wood ranked

sixth (58) and Braddon 25th (13). Westward Ho! was the favoured

book, and the G.0.P., with 315 votes, the best magazine, followed
surprisingly by the B.O.P. (88).%% The results of this survey, on
the whole, support what we know about the sales of children’s
literature, but probably not with much exactness, since it is

unlikely that the sample was constructed with much exactness.

11

T.H.S. Escott noted in 1897 how significantly the so-
called °'New Journalism’ had transformed the reading habits of the
nation: °’'For very many Englishmen of all classes, the periodical,
daily, weekly, or monthly, is practically an exclusive synonym for
literature itself’.%? This characteristic certainly applied to the
reading public after 1914. Similarly, Lady Bell, following her 1907
Middlesbrough survey, concluded that i.t 'seems undeniable that for
the great majority of people reading means recreation, not study: it
is a pity we have only the one word to designate the two pursuits’.=®

She was encouraged, however, that the poor read anything at all.

56 Edward Salmon, Juvenile Literature As It Is (London, 1888) pp.
14-16; 21-24

57 T.H.S. Escott, Social Transformations of the Victorian Age
(London, 1897), p. 375

58 Bell, p. 170
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Why did people read what they did? According to contemporaries, the
lower-middle and working classes read as a means of ‘escape’, and
popular literature soon became called ‘'escapist’ - as it was after
1914 as well. Salmon noted that crime and love were essential
ingredients in popular fiction:

The same dish is served up again and again, and

the surprising thing is that the readers do not

tire of the ceaseless record of wrong-doing on

the part of the wealthy which forms the staple

of these nonsensical, if not nauseating,

stories. se
Bosanquet found that while boys’ papers were concerned largely with
violence and sport, ’'The girls are satisfied with one or two good
murders, a rescue, and a deathbed, so long as hero and heroine are
married or reconciled in the last chapter’. She also discovered that
women enjoyed papers intended for girls: 'There are probably as many
adults as juveniles amongst the readers; and, indeed, the "Girls~
Friend" is careful to state in its title that it is a paper for
readers of all ages’.s° Lady Bell quoted one Middlesbrough woman as
favouring penny dreadfuls, which she found °’thrilling, as they give
such a good account of high 1life and elopements’.®* Haslam
interviewed a similar woman in Ancoats, who admitted, 'It is the
chief pleasure of my life...to read these tales - they're lovely!'c?

Margaret Loane found that descriptions of crime, in newspapers or

magazines, appealed to the working class in particular; the poor

59 Edward Salmon, 'What the Working Classes Read,’ The Nineteenth
Century 20 (July-December 1886), p. 113

60 Bosanquet, pp. 673, 675
61 Bell, p. 147.

62 Haslam, p. 7
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would spend a much-needed penny on a paper with a ’good murder’ in

it.e=

Several critics identified restorative and instructional
qualities in ’escapist’ fiction. The happy ending, a fixture of

romantic fiction, was praised in Blackwood's Magazine in 1898: 'So

long as to be happily married and to "get on in the world" are the
secret or avowed ideals of...the working classes, so long will any
dangerous and far-reaching scheme of communism remain an
impossibility’.®4 Flora Thompson noted that the 'mental fare’ of
'most of the younger women and some of the older ones’ consisted
almost exclusively of the romantic novelette, stories of poor
governesses who married the duke, much in the Jane Eyre mould. These
were passed around constantly, it would seem - a large library always
in circulation, although they were looked upon as a vice, and hidden
from public view. ’'They did the women good, for, as they said, they
took them out of themselves’, she wrote.®*® Others were tolerant of
light fiction as a type of safety valve, a harmless method of
improving the temper of the working class. Bosanquet, for example,
while critical of the genre, recognised a restorative quality among
the young in particular:

The cashier-boy relieves the monotony of

counting out other people’s change by snatches

of breathless excitement; the shop-girl soothes

away the irritation of the long day’s toil by

soaring with a heroine (in whom she finds a

glorified self) into a heaven of luxury and
sentimentality; and the author, if he has

63 Margaret Loane, An Englishman’'s Castle (London, 1909), pp. 32-33

64 ’Penny Fiction’, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, p. 811

65 Thompson, p. 110
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reaped neither glory nor money, has, at any
rate, made difficult lives a little easier. se

Similarly, Charles Dickens, personally reconciled to the new
literature by composing a mystery novel at the time of his death,
defended reading habits: °'The English are, so far as I know, the
hardest worked people on whom the sun shines. Be content if in their
wretched intervals of leisure they read for amusement and do no
worse’.s” Lord Randolph Churchill praised Harmsworth’s work as
instructive for boys, even inspiring. ’There is no reason at all why
he should not go from your pages to the pages of the monthly
magazines, from those to the quarterlies, and again from those all

through the English classics'.s®

In 1897 The Academy surveyed readers in a style
reminiscent of Mass-Observation, and its conclusions, in fact, are
strikingly similar to those of Mass-Observation during the Second
World War. One woman, a waitress, preferred love stories with happy
endings. ’'She looks upon a story, I suppose, not from the outside,
as a work of art, a presentment of another life than her own, but
rather as a suggestion of what her own life might be with a little
more money and the requisite hero’, the reporter commented.s® A

publisher scorned novels, which were read by ’only half-educated

66 Bosanquet, p. 674
67 Quoted in Knight, III, p. 17

68 Quoted in G.A. Cranfield, The Press and Society (London, 1978),
p. 219

69 C.R., ’'What the People Read’, The Academy 52 (16 October 1897),
p. 303
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women’ and then as 'a form of opium taking'.?° Finally, a sea-faring
man, described as an Ambassador of Commerce, satisfied his boredom at

sea with annuals of such women's papers as the Family Herald. 'Oh,

don’t you make any mistake! I always lend them, when I've done with
them, to other men on board, and they like ’'em better than anything.
They’re the most popular things on the ship’', he said, adding, °'I

read to prevent myself thinking. That’s the difference’.?*

Lastly. it was recognised that pgirls were enthusiastic
readers of boys®' papers, some fifty years before A.J. Jenkinson's
noteworthy survey of the tuppenny ’bloods’ confirmed this. In 1886
Salmon commented on surveys which revealed that nearly as many girls

as boys read Robinson Crusoe, Tom Brown's Schooldays, Sandford and

Merton, and ’'other long-lived "boys'" stories’. Girls, he believed,
sought in such books the adventure and insight lacking in their own
literature; such preferences should not be discouraged. ’It ought to
impart vigour and breadth to a girl’'s nature, and to give sisters a
sympathetic knowledge of the scenes wherein their brothers live and
work’.72 Henty valued the many letters received from girls more than
the boys’'. 'Where there is a girl in the same family the brothers’
books are generally common stock, and are carefully read,
appreciated, and judged’,?® he observed. During the First World War

The Times, noting that °'the tastes of the working-girl reader incline

70 Ibid., 4 December 1897 p. 499
71 Ibid., 53 (19 February 1898), p. 209

72 Edward Salmon, ’'What Girls Read’, The Nineteenth Century 20
(July-December 1886), p. 524

73 Quoted in G. Manville Fenn, ‘Henty and His Books’, in Lance
Salway (ed), A Peculiar Gift (London, 1976). p. 431
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to the adventurous and the romantic’, claimed that she possessed,
*like other little girls of her age, a keen appreciation of boys’
books, and it is she who reads the volumes of adventures given by the

soldier’.74

In terms of romantic fiction for women published during
this time, the continuities with the literature of the post-1914 age
are as important as the discontinuities. There are two obvious
similarities: in both periods many women wrote romantic fiction in
great quantities, and modern authors such as Barbara Cartland and
Mary Burchell have admitted the debt owed to such pioneering women as
Wood and Elinor Glyn. Burchell, one of the most successful Mills and
Boon authors, acknowledged that Wood ’worked exactly as I did. She
was not of course of the Austen or Bronte standard, she was a
talespinner...she always had a story to tell; you must read on’.7%
Cartland, who by 1950 was on the verge of her present world stardom,
frankly admitted her inspiration came from two best-selling romantic
novelists of this period: Glyn and Ethel M. Dell. Their kinds of
stories are credited with turning Cartland into a passionate
romantic. Of Dell, who wrote over 40 novels, Cartland said,

I have copied her formula all my life. What

she said was a revelation - that men were

strong, silent, passionate heroes. And really

my whole 1life has been geared to that. She

believed, and I believed, that a woman, in
order to be a good woman, was pure and

74 'Working Girls’ Reading’, The Times 7 August 1917 p. 9

75 Mary Burchell was interviewed in London on 18 June 1986. See
chapter 4.
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innocent, and that God answered her prayers,
sooner or later.

But although authors such as Cartland and Burchell may claim to have
been influenced by the late Victorian and Edwardian romance
novelists, their style was actually much tamer, as were the contents
of their novels, and it is here, and perhaps only here, that the pre-
1914 period, as we shall see, differs significantly from the period
after the First World War. Marie Corelli, for example, combined
escapist romance and adventure with heavy-handed sermons on

contemporary issues. In The Mighty Atom she weaves her love story

around the evils of cramming and secular education. The central
theme of Ziska (1897) is reincarnation. Other authors wrote about
sex and love with a remarkable frankness, often considered obscene,
which would have been avoided by Cartland and Burchell. Glyn
achieved notoriety as author of Three Weeks (1907), a sensual story
of an illicit affair between a Balkan princess and a young Englishman
which sold two million copies.?? This excerpt is typical:

Then a madness of tender caressing seized her.
She purred as a tiger might have done, while
she undulated like a snake. She touched him
with her fingertips, she kissed his throat, his
wrists, the palms of his hands, his eyelids,
his hair. And often, between her purrings, she
murmured love-words in some strange fierce
language of her own, brushing his ears and his
eyes with her lips the while. 78

76 Henry Cloud, Barbara Cartland: Crusader in Pink (London, 1979},
pp. 23-24

77 Anthony Glyn, Elinor Glyn (London, 1956), p. 126. Glyn’s
reputation for frank writing gave rise to a popular verse: 'Would you
care to sin/With Elinor Glyn/On a 1leopard skin? Or would you
prefer/To err/With her/On some other fur?’

78 Elinor Glyn, Three Weeks (Duckworth edn, 1974), p. 134
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Barbara Cartland never wrote anything like that. Similarly, Dell
also wrote a bolder fiction than the average Mills and Boon author.

In The Knave of Diamonds (1912), the American rogue-hero openly takes

advantage of the unhappily-married heroine:

His quick breath scorched her face, and in a

moment almost before she knew what was

happening, his lips were on her own. He kissed

her as she had never been kissed before - a

single fiery kiss that sent all the blood in

tumult to her heart. She shrank and quivered

under it, but she was powerless to escape.

There was sheer unshackled savagery in the

holding of his arms, and dismay thrilled her

through and through. 7®
The ’'romance’ in penny dreadfuls and yellow-backs would also have
been considered shocking in Britain after the First World War. With
its mixture of eroticism and violence, it was more in the gothic
vein. Scantily-clad heroines with enormous breasts abounded. ‘'Her
white bosom rose and fell in tremulous pulsations, and Ned Wilmot
observing it, leered hideously’; °'In appearance she was of a great

beauty - tall, with long, sweeping limbs, broad, rounded shoulders,

and an exquisitely-developed and voluptuous bust’.=°

Romantic serial stories, on the other hand, had more

enduring characteristics. Blackwood's Magazine in 1898 attempted to

summarize these. There were two types of heroine: one shapely,.
divine, gorgeous and dreamy ('A notable race of women, in good
sooth...true to the core’), the other a long-haired schoolgirl in a
short skirt. Female villains had to be ’the most abandoned hussies.

You can tell them from a distance by their hair of raven blackness,

79 Ethel M. Dell, The Knave of Diamonds (1912), p. 180

80 Spring-Heeled Jack, the Terror of London, by the author of
Turnpike Dick (London, c¢.1870s), pp. 6, 8
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and by their dusty cheeks tinted with vivid carmine. They look like
beautiful demons’'.®* These types were to become familiar in such
publications as Red Letter from the D.C. Thomson stable. Finally,
the heroes were ’pleasant and presentable specimens of English
manhood’ and -splendid types of the true-born English gentleman-’.
Sample names, which could have come from a Mills and Boon or a
Barbara Cartland novel, were Lord Straithland, Captain Carton,

Pierrepoint Pinion, Herbert Hardress and Rosslyn Cheyne.®2

Continuities between boys’ fiction of this period, and
from 1914-1950, are actually more striking than those for roman-tic
fiction. 1In this case the crusade against penny dreadfuls initiated
by the Religious Tract Society and Alfred Harmsworth left lasting
impressions on the genre. The boys® papers of D.C. Thomson were
certainly inspired more by the Amalgamated Press titles and the

B.0.P., not to mention novels such as Tom Brown’'s Schooldays and

Robinson Crusoe, than by the penny dreadfuls, although their spirit

was retained in the form of daring adventure and larger-than-life
characterizations, but with the gore discarded and the morals
enhanced. Perhaps this is why the epithet 'dreadful’ continued to be
applied to boys’ papers by the literary establishment after 1914.

A.A. Milne, for example, wrote, °'It was Lord Northcliffe who killed
the "penny dreadful” by the simple process of producing a "ha’penny

dreadfuller"'®e=2

81 'Penny Fiction’, Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, p. 811.

82 Ibid.

83 Quoted in Turner, p. 115
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'There is the detective interest, the school interest, the
supernatural interest, the theatrical interest, the fighting
interest, and even the historical interest’, Bosanquet observed in
the pages of a typical boys’ paper.®¢ All of these were also passed
down to the next century. One legacy of the B.0.P., for example, was
the public school story, of the type crafted by such masters as
Talbot Baines Reed. The Harmsworth papers, although designed for
office boys, nonetheless used the school story with great success,
particularly in the Gem and Magnet. In this case, as in the penny
dreadfuls, their working-class readers seemed happy to read about
upper class life and traditions. Harmsworth’s main contribution, if
that is what it was, was the extreme patriotism of his papers for
boys. As his biographers put it:

The editorial policy was the same in each

instance: the cultivation of physical fitness

in the young, the encouragement of adventure

abroad and enterprise at home. In 2ll of them

the bugle-call of patriotism was loudly

sounded, pride in Great Britain and the Empire. 8s
Harmsworth’s ascendancy coincided with the 1897 jubilee, the Boer
War, and Anglo-German rivalry, and his own politics were heavily
impressed on the boys’ papers. The reminiscences of a London
newsagent suggest how effectively he did this:

From back there in 1911 or. 1912, I recall a

specially rousing Boy’s Friend feature serial.

This yarn, entitled 'Kaiser or King?' was

grimly prophetic of the Great War that was to

break out in August 1914 - although William

I1's spike-helmeted legions did not (as they

did in the story) manage to land on the beaches
of Norfolk, Lincolnshire and Yorkshire. ee

84 Bosanquet, p. 678
85 Pound and Harmsworth, p. 160

86 T.C. 11 September 1943 p. 3
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Indeed, the firm itself never concealed its intentions:
These journals aimed from the first at the
encouragement of physical strength, of
patriotism, of interest in travel and
exploration, and of pride in our Empire.

It has been said that the boys' papers of The
Amalgamated Press have done more to provide
recruits for our Navy and Army and to keep up

the estimation of the sister Services in the
eyes of our people, than anything else. &8z

Given the number of papers for boys, competition was
strong, and various techniques were used to ’pull’ in readers and
increase circulation, as after the war. But it is important to note
that the newer commercial journals were careful to distinguish

themselves from the older 'dreadfuls’. The Garfield Library (’Full

of Glorious Fun! Adventure! Exploration! And Exploit!') carried an
endorsement from a Reverend Schoolmaster: °’'They make bad boys into
good boys, and good boys into better boys, and we all thank you

heartily’.®® 1In an ’Address to Our Readers’, The Boys’ Guide wrote:

'Our principal aim has been to produce a journal of which no boy need
be ashamed...There will be no occasion for any surreptitious
indulgence in the luxury of poring over these columns, for THE BOYS’
GUIDE may be introduced into any home or school’.®® Similarly, the

first number of Every Boy’s Favorite Journal in 1892 contained the

following notice:

87 Souvenir of Banquet..., p. 9

88 Broadsheet, n.d., John Johnson Collection, Bodleian Library
('First Numbers: Boy’s Papers’, Box I)

89 First issue, c. 1890, John Johnson Collection, Bodleian Library
(*First Numbers: Boys® Papers’, Box I)
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THE SERIAL STORIES are written by men well

trained to the task of providing the young with

a wholesome sensation which shall leave no

taint of evil on their minds, and if in the

course of any of the novels it is necessary to

introduce a blackened character, a villain, be

sure that villain will be served as he was in

the good old days, that is, his bad life will

end badly for him, right will triumph over

might, virtue and innocence will be triumphant

in the end. eo
Clearly, such notices were intended as much for their parents as for
the boys. They are the first signs of what was to be an important
assumption of post-1914 publishing: that parents effectively
determined what their children read, and that publishers could not

alienate them by departing from conventional moral standards.

Morality ’improved’, therefore, with technical quality.

The more powerful of the new publishers accelerated this.
They selected fiction for publication not solely for financial gain,
but also for what they took to be the better moral ‘’good’.
Harmsworth and D.C. Thomson, and George Hutchinson and Charles Boon,
are two examples of these types. Even authors such as Corelli and
Caine were eager to impress a strong moral and religious message.
Annie S. Swan took pride in the fact that her books were reputable.
'I had always been regarded as a "safe" writer, whose books could be
put into the hands of young persons without any fear of deleterious
consequences to the readers’.®* Barclay’'s personal vow in writing

was, 'Never to write a line which could introduce the taint of sin or

90 Every Boy’'s Favorite Journal 7 January 1892 p. 16

91 Annie S. Swan, My Life: An Autobiography (London, 1934), p. 281
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the shadow of shame into any home’.®2 Given the sales of their

books, they probably shared the views of their public, too.

Children’s authors and editors were also wary of the

potential influence upon their readers. There was nothing ‘'namby-
pamby’ in Henty's writings, for example. °'I never touch on the love
interest. Once I ventured to make a boy of twelve kiss a girl of

eleven, and I received a very indignant letter from a dissenting

minister!’ he recalled.®® An amusing article in The Anglo-Saxon, on

'How I Drew for a Boys’ Paper’, recounted the author's frustrations
in his attempts to illustrate for an unnamed paper specialising in
rousing adventure, all according to the strict editorial rules then
in vogue. Pirates were to be armed with no less than 15 weapons; the
bully was fat, puffy and mean-faced, a perfect contrast to the hero:
I had to depict the hero being wrecked. My
younger brother patiently submitted to lying on

the floor with a horror-stricken expression on
his face, whilst I sketched him. The hero was

shown utterly crushed. Nevertheless, my
drawing came back with the curt message that I
must obey the office rules - ’'Whenever a hero

is wrecked he must always safely reach shore-
usually a desert island - with a cheerful face,

a peak-cap, and immaculate, unwrinkled
trousers. He must bear the outward and visible
sign of a hero’. The peak-cap and pressed
trousers seemed to be his trade-mark. How
could one be original under these
circumstances? o4

This attitude can be contrasted with that held by the editors of the

bloodthirsty Brett journals, including The Boys of England. One

92 Quoted in Rachel Anderson, The Purple Heart Throbs: the sub-
literature of love (London, 1974), p. 131

93 Quoted in Fenn, p. 429

94 'How I Drew for a Boys’ Paper’, The Anglo-Saxon 27 May 1899 p. 18
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artist recalled receiving some firm advice from his editor: ’In
future, we must beg of you to be good enough to make your scimitars

more curly and your drops of blood bigger!’®s

% % % % %k

This chapter has established the existence before 1914 of
a mass market for three popular genres: penny dreadfuls, yellow-backs
and sensation novels. The penny dreadfuls and yellow-backs,
amorphous terms comprising an array of sensational fiction, were the
precursors of modern magazines. After 1870 a reaction against their
‘racy’ prose prompted such publishers as Newnes, Harmsworth and
Pearson to 1lead a drive for more ‘'wholesome’, but no less
entertaining or expensive, equivalents. The change was most profound
in the new market for boys’ weeklies, illustrated by the success of

the Boy’s Own Paper and its imitators. Similarly, sensation novels

established the pattern of women novelists writing prolifically for a
mass audience made possible by the introduction of the one-volume
novel, and cheaper editions. Essentially morality tales, these works
satisfied a readership accustomed to a mixture of romance, morality
and happy endings, with some excitement and adventure. This was to
be an unvarying mixture, as we shall see. The circulating libraries
and newsagencies succeeded in supporting and distributing cheaper

literature at all levels of society.

95 Quoted in P.C. 4 December 1920 p. 670
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Continuities can also be established between romantic
literature and boys’ papers of this period and the postwar era.
Romantic novelists of the 19208 and 19305 have claimed inspiration
from such authors as Mrs. Henry Wood and Marie Corelli. However,
while the concepts of wholesome morals and the happy ending at the
church door remained standard, sensational subplots and allusions to
contemporary social issues did not, for the most part, survive the
war. After 1914, fiction in women’s magazines and novels became more
domestic and realistic, less violent. Contemporary drama replaced
gothic romance, although there were exceptions. The reasons for such
changes in focus will be examined in the next chapter. The boys’
papers after 1914, on the other hand, were profoundly influenced by
the pre-1914 publications of the Religious Tract Society and the
Amalgaemated Press. Quality production values, better fiction, new
advertising techniques, and fervent patriotism were among the things
adopted by publishers such as D.C. Thomson. Finally, the continued
increase in literacy and the growth of a new, but naive reading
public broadened the market for light, sensational fiction, which
encouraged the foundation of new publishing houses. In all, the
ma jor legacy of this period was a mass market organised in a refined
and sophisticated manner, supported by a readership accustomed to
light, escapist literature. The three ‘publishers which this thesis
will examine in detail - Mills and Boon, D.C. Thomson and the
Religious Tract Society - all had to cope with this legacy. The
first two were flexible enough to adjust it to market changes after
1918; but the Religious Tract Society was not and went into steady

decline.



Chapter 2

'Books Are a Commodity’:

The Commercialization of Popular
Literature 1914-1950

Despite two world wars and the economic depression,
publishing, like most service industries, displayed a remarkable
resilience. Factors which should have deflated the market - paper
rationing, almost prohibitive production costs, mass unemployment,
and the growing dominance of the cinema and wireless - probably had
the opposite effect: they perhaps unexpectedly promoted the reading
habit, and thereby preserved demand. This continued demand of all
classes for light fiction, coupled with the necessity to restore
revenues drained during the First World War, accelerated the process
of commercialization and allowed a more intense exploitation of the
market. Record levels of production and the introduction of
*commodity-style’ publishing techniques gave popular fiction an
exposure to such a degree that it was woven into the cultural fabric
of the nation. In a landmark 1leading article in 1930, the

Publishers’ Circular ranked books with the 'indispensible necessities

of life', and condemned the ’intellectual snobbery’ of booksellers
and publishers who still regarded the trade as a sacred luxury-

despite declining sales:
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Books are a commodity, and we cannot get away
from that fundamental fact...

The idea that books are some superior sort of
article presumably arose from a belief that it
was wrong to try to make a profit out of the
product of a man’s genius, intelligence or wit.
But every article offered for sale is surely
the product of someone’s brains, and why try
and place books in an entirely different
category from everything else that is made and
sold(?]...

Authors, with rare exceptions, do not write
books for their own amusement: they hope to
make a living thereby. Publishers do not risk
large sums of money for the sheer love of
signing cheques. Booksellers do not fill their
shelves with books merely to oblige authors and
publishers. Author, publisher and bookseller
alike are engaged in business, the business of
selling, or trying to sell, something that may
bring them a reasonable profit. >

This chapter will attempt to show how the mass commercialization of
popular publishing, the turning of books into ‘’commodities’,
occurred, and why it occurred. It will also examine the genuine
paradox of publishing in this period - the depression of the magazine

market between the wars.

The reading ‘'boom’ in Britain after 1870 was hardly

diminished by the First World War. Rather, as during the Second War

1 '"Books are a Commodity"®, P.C. 11 October 1930 pp. 513-514.
Significantly, the P.C.’s views were also endorsed by the National
Book Council.
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the restrictions on all leisure activities and expenditure only
served to intensify the demand for reading, the least expensive and
most adaptable of leisure activities. This demand was sustained in
peacetime, was largely unaffected by the depression, and nurtured by
the cinema and by the growth in facilities for inexpensive book
borrowing. There is a good deal of statistical evidence which
supports this. 1In Figures 2-1 and 2-2 the annual production totals
of works (i.e. individual titles) of ‘'adult’ fiction and of
children’s fiction, both new and reprinted, are presented for the
years 1912-1950. Figures for 1912-1937 are from the Publishers’
Circular, thereafter from the Bookseller.2 'Fiction’ was
consistently the highest total in the detailed list of categories
which included ’'Educational’, °‘History’, °‘'Biography and Memoirs’,
even 'Veterinary Science, Farming and Stock-keeping’. These figures
should be viewed in the context of the list of totals for production
of all kinds of books contained in Figure 2-3. It should be noted
that these figures are not an indication of sales but of industrial
output; low production in wartime, for example, is not an indication
of low demand. For example, personal expenditure on books,
newspapers and magazines by the end of the Second World War had

considerably increased:

2 Only P.C. offers an uninterrupted series of annual publications
lists prior to 1929, when B., in conjunction with Whittaker's
Cumulative Book List, established its own 1list, which had been
published infrequently before this date. Unfortunately, P.C. lists
were discontinued during the Second World War. These figures are
perhaps the more precise, as they listed 'Fiction’ totals separately
from ‘’Literature’ (presumably classics, and high-brow works) and
'Poetry and Drama’. The B., on the other hand, did not 1list
'Literature’ separately from ’Fiction’. Similarly, B. 1lists
contained two categories for children, 'Children’s Books and Minor
Fiction' (included here) and ‘Annuals and Serials’; P.C. lumped
everything under 'Juvenile’.
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1938 £ 64 million 1944 £ 73 million
1940 59 million 1946 89 million
1942 63 million 1948 105 million s

A comparison of Figures 2-1 and 2-2 reveal two rather
striking features of book production and market differentiation.
Firstly. the significant but not spectacular decline in production of
fiction in general during the First World War as opposed to the
Second is evident. This was due, we shall see, in large part to the
different degrees of wartime restrictions on paper and printing.
Recovery after the First World War was immediate, and throughout the
1920s production in all categories of books attained record levels,
only interrupted briefly by strikes. New editions of adult fiction
rose from a total of 1,051 in 1920, to 2,081 in 1930, and reached a
peak plateau from 1935-1937 of over 2,800. That these levels were
maintained despite the depression confirms the extent to which the
consumption-based industries in Britain were comparatively unaffected
by it. Presumably, but for the second war, production would have
proceeded along these 1lines at 1least until the ascendancy of
television in the early 1950s. It is also evident from Figure 2-2
that juvenile demand was more stable than the fluctuating adult

market, but at a generally lower level. Consequently, production of

3 Central Statistical Office, Annual Abstract of Statistics no. 86
(1938-1948), p. 246. All figures revalued at 1938 prices. Robert
Hewison in Under Siege (Methuen edn, 1988) commented on the inherent
difficulty in using statistics of book production as a measure of
consumer expenditure. 'These statistics relate only to the
production and sale of books; there was an overall increase in
reading simply as an activity. Librarians reported a much greater
demand, but it is impossible to calculate how often a book might be
read, or by how many people’. (p. 86) The P.C. would agree:
'Naturally, it does not follow that because more books were
published, more books were sold, but in the long run sales do govern
production, and our tables for many years, with occasional lapses,
show a continuous increase’. (27 December 1930 p. 877)
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children’s books during the Second World War did not suffer as severe

a relative fall as other lines.

The second significant feature concerns the role of
reprinted works in both categories. Reprinted books were new and
cheaper editions of (already published) best-selling novels or of
revived works. In children’s books these were consistently fewer
than new and original titles, which is in accordance with the
apparent tastes of children. In general they craved new, ’up-to-
date’ works which offered opportunities to such prolific authors as
Captain W.E. Johns and Enid Blyton.* But in adult fiction new
editions consistently outsold new works. As will be explained, this
was due in large part to restrictive finmancial conditions which
encouraged the publication of cheaper editions of proven books, over
the considerable financial risks involved in launching a new work by

an unestablished author.

While there was a considerable increase in book
publication during this period, the level of magazine publication
remained steady. In the absence of reliable statistics, the
classified indices of newspapers and maggzines contained in two trade

handbooks, The Writers’ and Artists’ Year Book and Willing’s Press

Guide, have been used. According to The Writers’ and Artists’ Year

Book magazines containing °’Serial or Long Stories’ or ’Feminine’
interest totaled 76 in 1914; 82 in 1925; 107 in 1935 and 88 in 1939.
Production declined before the Second World War due to competition

from other 1leisure activities, and during the war as a result of

4 See chapter 5
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paper rationing. By 1951 there were 77 titles. 'Boys and Girls’
titles remained at more or less a constant level throughout this
period: 38 in both 1919 and 1935, and 33 in 1951, another indication
of the stable (if stagnant) publishing market for children. Figures

in Willing's Press Guide, although of a different scale according to

its classification rules, display similar trends.

The number of British publishers also remained fairly

stable until the Second World War. The Writers’® and Artists’ Year

Book listed 335 British and Irish publishers in 1914; 263 in 1930;
and 320 in 1939. After the war this figure increased considerably:
412 in 1945; 572 in 1950. As in the newspaper industry, a main
feature of the publishing trade was the concentration of ownership of
houses and publications, and the endurance of nineteenth-century
foundations, although some in altered forms.*® In magazine
publishing, this period was still dominated by firms established
before the war, including the Amalgamated Press, the descendant of
the Harmsworth organization. This was the largest publisher of
periodicals in Britain, with a list of some 90 titles, which by 1931

had a circulation of over 8,000,000 copies per week.*® Other

5 In 1921, for example, the Amalgamated Press was owned jointly by
Lords Northcliffe (The Times, Daily Mail) and Rothermere (Daily
Mirror). The Hulton Press also published the Daily Sketch, and
Odhams the Daily Herald. Thomson-Leng owned several papers in
Dundee, as well as the Glasgow Sunday Post.

6 Advertising Weekly 59 (June 1931) p. 445. A 1931 advertisement
described the Amalgamated Press as 'The Greatest Self-contained
PUBLICITY MACHINE in Great Britain... Through the widely read
publications of the Amalgamated Press, you can appeal to every
section of the community without waste and with a certainty that you
are reaching your own particular public. Through the various groups
you can APPEAL DIRECTLY TO WOMEN or MEN, WIRELESS ENTHUSIASTS, CINEMA
PATRONS, HOME and GARDEN LOVERS, BOYS or GIRLS. There are MONTHLY
JOURNALS FOR WOMEN, MONTHLY MAGAZINES FOR MEN, FASHION PAPERS, WEEKLY
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publishers’ lists paled in comparison, despite containing some of the
best-selling publications. In 1932, for example, George Newnes, Ltd.

published 17 titles, including Radio Times (the Dbestselling

periodical, over two million weekly) and John O’London’s Weekly, and

the old standard Tit-Bits. C. Arthur Pearson, Ltd. had Home Notes
and Peg's Paper among 15 titles; Thomson-Leng boasted 12. Odhams
Press, Ltd. by 1938 had the best-selling woman’'s paper, Woman’s Own,
the first women’'s magazine printed in colour gravure. During the
Second World War the Picture Post, the flagship of the Hulton Press,
outsold most weeklies. Hulton also introduced the Eagle picture-
paper in 1950, with its unprecedented print run for a boy’s paper of

one million copies.

The major publishers of popular fiction included some of
the most respectable houses of ’quality’ fiction. During this period
Hutchinson expanded prodigiously, absorbing such firms as Jarrolds,
John S. Shaw, Hurst and Blackett, and Stanley Paul. The figure of
Walter Hutchinson, in fact, loomed as large as did Lord Northcliffe’s
before the First World War. Hutchinson’s 'Shilling Novels’® series
included works by Ethel M. Dell, Sydney Horler and E.M. Savi. A
Mass-Observer lurking about London bookshops in 1941 noticed ’a
veering towards Penguins and, espécially, Hutchinson's 1/-
"horribles"’.? The principal series of the age, however, and the

envy of most publishers, was the two shilling "Yellow Jacket” list

PERIODICALS FOR MEN, WOMEN and CHILDREN’.

7 M-O 'Reading’ Box 3 File B (18 February 1941) p. 1; D.S.
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issued by Hodder and Stoughton.® 'Wise librarians place a standing
order for all Hodder and Stoughton novels as issued’, a John Menzies
trade publication advised in 1935.® Mills and Boon and Collins were
the principal publishers of romantic fiction. Methuen published Sax
Rohmer’s adventures of Dr. Fu Manchu, as well as the series featuring
the most popular fictional character in Britain in the 1920s, Edgar

Rice Burroughs’ Tarzan.*°

The remarkable growth in lending libraries, which most of
these publishers supplied with popular fiction, is an excellent
barometer of reading activity. Both the public and subscription
libraries, patronized principally by the middle class until the
Second World War, expanded rapidly. The abolition of the penny rate
in England and Wales in 1919, along with benefactions from the Andrew
Carnegie and J. Passmore Edwards foundations, encouraged the
establishment of public libraries in every county. In 1920 there
were 551 library authorities with 5,730 service points; the number of
books in stock by 1924 totalled 15 million. In 1949 590 library
authorities provided 23,000 service points with 42 million books in
stock. Over 12 million readers borrowed nearly 300 million books a
year, as compared with seven million readers and 208 million books in
1935. It was estimated that by 1949 o6nly 60,000 people in Great

Britain were not provided with library service, and that nearly 25

8 John Boon noted that the success and wide distribution of this
series led to a common conception that all fiction in England was
published by Hodder and Stoughton.

9 A Selected List of Popular Fiction Suitable for Lending Libraries
(Edinburgh, April 1935)

10 Graves and Hodge, p. 51
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percent of the population were registered borrowers, amounting to an
average stock of 5.98 books per head of population. The largest
number of issues from public libraries was consistently in the
'Fiction’ category, although as we have noted these were usually the
works of ’acceptable’ authors. With the exception of Mudie’s, which
closed in 1937, the principal subscription libraries also thrived.
Subscribers to the Boots Booklovers Library. for example, increased
from 116,224 in 1922, to 362,032 in 1932, 440,234 in 1940, and
893,956 in 1946. Average issues per month rose from 453,326 in 1932
to 901,493 in 1946. Figures for the total number of subscribers at
individual branches illustrate that these increases occurred
everywhere:
Branch 1931 1935 1939 1944 1948

Nottingham 5359 5761 5626 8191 7876
Sheffield 4513 4642 5101 5745 5423
Aberystwyth 411 511 583 1167 1218
Exeter 2502 2807 3148 6108 4987
London,

Regent St 7013 6468 5647 8891 8296
Folkestone 1381 1251 1027 318 1232
Blackpool 1986 2343 2884 7448 5670
Glasgow 8790 7794 5537 8176 8502
Aberdeen 2046 2626 2863 4605 4912 12

In particular, seaside resorts such as Blackpool enjoyed brisk
business from holiday makers. The considerable expansion during the
war years should also be noted (branches.such as Folkestone, however,
suffered reduced business during the war as a result of evacuation

and south coast invasion fears).

One of the most accurate indications of reading activity

among the lower-middle and working classes, however, was the great

11 Subscriber and Volume Statistics, The Boots Co. archives,
Nottingham



73
expansion of 'Pay-as-you-read’, 'No Deposit’, ’tuppenny’ libraries
during the 1930s. These libraries were mostly run as adjuncts to
newsagencies, tobacconists, or department stores.2z They offered a
greater selection of light fiction than the public libraries for as
little as twopence per volume per week (no deposit), or the cost of a
weekly magazine; as such they were suited to accommodate the demands
of the ’new reading public’. The sources of books were twofold:
purchased and recycled by the owner of the shop, or (more common) by
a wholesale agent. Although the concept of a local commercial
library was not new, the first of this aggressive new generation was
opened in Harlesden, London, by Ray Smith in 1930. Among the larger
wholesale library suppliers were Argosy and Sundial Libraries Ltd.,
London and Liverpool (2,217 branches and 1,350,000 books in
circulation in 1934),*® and Foyle's Libraries Ltd., London (747
branches with an average supply of 200 books in 1934).24 The
Commercial Libraries’ Association, founded in 1937 to watch over the

interests of the myriad of tuppenny organizations, boasted that by

12 The principal motive in opening a 1library in a shop was to

attract potential customers. 'Books appear to have a fatal
attraction as "loss-leaders,"” to use the American term’, W.G. Taylor
observed in 1935. But such motivation was not new: Jesse Boot

founded the Booklovers Library in 1899 for just this purpose, to
increase traffic in his chemist's shops. (W.G. Taylor, ’'Publishing’,
in The Book World ed. John Hampden [London, 1935], p. 79)

13 B. 20 February 1935 p. 182. This firm was the union of two
companies founded at the turn of the century: the Argosy Library Co.
and the Sundial Library Co. Their service, which supplied
'everything but the shelves’, was administered by the shopkeepers who
acted as agents for the firm throughout the country.

14 Prospectus, Foyle’s Libraries Limited (June 1934), John Johnson
Collection, Bodleian Library. 1In addition to the ’several hundred
newsagents, stationers, tobacconists’ supplied, Foyle’'s also serviced
London branches of the Co-op, factories (J. Wellwork and Son,
Manchester; Ellison and Co., Birmingham), and military vessels
(H.M.S. 'Eagle’ and 'Cormorant’).
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1938 in ’practically every town in England there is now a well run
commercial library’.®= The poor relations of the organized tuppenny
libraries were the ’perambulating libraries on street barrows’ which
also lent and exchenged books at 1d. or 2d. per volume. These were a

common sight in the poorer districts of east London, for example.2®

The Second World War rationalised library wusage in
Britain. The shortage of books, propaganda against unwise spending,
difficulties of supply and an increase in non-fiction interests, such
as current affairs, all worked in the public libraries’ favour.
Public libraries across the country all recorded increased levels of
usage. Issues at Halifax Public Libraries, for example, increased
from 716,000 in 1938 to 1,070,000 in 1945; in West Ham from 990,000
to 1,280,000.%7 In Coventry, one commentator noted the importance
given to restoring bombed-out services through mobile libraries: ’the

distribution of reading matter to the people has become almost as

15 E.J. Olson, Association Secretary, B. 24 March 1938 p. 342

16 Terence Young, Becontree and Dagenham (London, 1934), p. 176; The
New Survey of London Life and Labour IX (London, 1935), p. 119. The
activity of the tuppenny 1libraries were sufficient to force
reorganizations at both Boots and W.H. Smith during the 1930s. 1In a
confidential report, the W.H. Smith Management in 1933 admitted that
the competition was formidable: 'There seems every reason to believe
that the “"Twopenny Library"™ has come to stay: some are of
considerable size and well organized, and much thought has
accordingly been given to this branch of the Library work.’
Consequently, the W.H. Smith Library made its rates of subscription
more competitive, in line with the tuppennies; 2d. per volume for
five days became the basic charge, and the customary half-crown
deposit was eliminated. There is no evidence to suggest, however,
that working-class readers switched. (W.H. Smith archives, no. 182,
p. 20)

17 T.C. 2 March 1946 p. 14
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necessary as the distribution of food®'.2® The decline of the
tuppenny and subscription libraries, and the recovery of the public
libraries, is evident in three Gallup Polls. Asked of people reading
a novel (’a large majority’) or other book at the moment, °'Did you
borrow it, or is it your own?’:

Feb. 1940 Nov. 1947 Dec. 1949

Pub. Library 352 92 212
2d. Library 20 5 5
Sub. Library 9 4 6
Own 15 12 16
Borrowed from

friend 21 15 7
Response 1002 452 552

The reduced figures for 1947 and 1949 were probably influenced by the

continuance of paper rationing and a chronic shortage of books.

Economic circumstances during this period enabled a more
dense exploitation of the publishing market. This was in part
obviously due to rising living standards. The average work week was
reduced in 1919 to 48 hours, permitting more leisure. Consumer
expenditure increased, as did living standards: average real wages in
1938 were one-third higher than in 1913. The growth of commercial
libraries during the 1930s is one indication that the lower-middle
and working classes were now able to spend sums on reading, although
they did not progress to the book-buying stage. Finally, in addition
to the growth of such chains as W.H. Smith and John Menzies, there
was a considerable expansion in the number of local newsagents. In
1919 the National Federation of Retail Newsagents, Booksellers and

Stationers was founded, the union of several regional unions, the

18 Frederick Cowles (Chief Librarian, Swinton and Pendlebury Public
Libraries), ’'Libraries in Wartime’, P.C. 24 May 1941 p. 221
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first of which was founded in 1891. Significantly, this body
reflected the varied trade of the newsagent which increasingly
involved the sale of cheap fiction and the administration of a
lending library. Membership grew rapidly, from 4,797 in 1919 to
26,117 in 1950. It was estimated that there were more than 50,000

newsagents in Great Britain by 1947.2°

II

These figures, however, conceal the fact that the
publishing industry won its prosperity only at the expense of
considerable restructuring. Although wartime encouraged reading as a
leisure activity and boosted sales, it was an easily-won, artificial
prosperity that did not long survive the peace. Dramatic increases
in production costs and restricted profits forced publishers after
the First World War to accelerate the movement towards cheaper-priced
books, and accommodate more closely the tastes of the lower-middle

and working classes, the ’'new reading public’.

Restrictions which affected the publishing industry were
of varying degrees during each war. The major question was one of
supply, and the rationing of paper. The ramifications of reduced
paper supply and increased production costs were far-reaching,

influencing the trade between the wars as much as after 1945. A

19 Sources: The National Federation Year Book 1921-1951 edns; °'The
Future of the Newsagent-Bookseller®’, B. 1 February 1947 pp. 114-116
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comparison of figures representing the number of individual works of
fiction published during selected years in Britain will illustrate
this point. Totals for 1913 and 1936 are pre-war apogees:

1913 1918 1924 1936 1944 1950

New Fiction

(Adult) 1226 755 1220 2046 1095 2018
Reprints
(Adult) 1220 237 1499 2862 160 1679

New Fiction
(Children) 452 328 638 943 709 1159
Reprints
(Children) 212 50 283 408 76 384 =2°
Hence, it took the book trade 11 years to recover from the First
World War, and at least 14 to recover from the Second. The decline
in Dbook production (as, indeed, in magazines and newspapers)
precipitated by paper rationing, however, did not correspondingly
depress the market; in most cases sales were stronger than ever.
During the Second World War, for example, the publishing industry
enjoyed a -curious bonanza’, according to Michael Foxell of the
Lutterworth Press. Paper rationing did limit supply and therefore
output, but in so doing significantly increased demand for any
output. ’You just sold out’, Foxell recalled. °'You didn’t have to

do anything in fact - people begged you for them, the suppliers, the

booksellers, the wholesalers'.22

Paper rationing during the First World War was not as
severe or as extensive as during the Second. Unlike in 1940, the

principal concern was not the source of paper but the need to

20 Sources: P.C.; B.

21 Michael Foxell was interviewed in Farnham, Surrey on 22 June
1988. Lutterworth Press was the book publishing arm of the Religious
Tract Society, and sister firm to Lutterworth Periodicals Limited.
See chapter 7.
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economise in order to release all available shipping tonnage for
military use. In March 1916 the Royal Commission on Paper was
appointed to reduce imports of paper and paper-making materials to
one-third of their 1914 levels. Additional edicts further
restricted supply, authorised collection of waste paper, and
encouraged the manufacture of paper from home-produced materials. By
1918 the Board of Trade reported that imports had been successfully
reduced by more than two-thirds:

1914 1916-7 1917-8 Decrease
(tons) (tons) (tons) over 'l1l4

Paper-making
Materials 1,207,478 737,253 456,901 62.02

Paper and
Board 590,871 409,471 126,261 78.52
Total 1,798,349 1,146,724 583,162 67.57 22

The Commission was dissolved in 1918, but paper rationing was not

ended until May 1919.

Despite these restrictions both publishers and retailers
thrived during the war. Many publishers capitalised on strong
interest in ’'war books’ and stories related to the conflict. One

ambitious series, Deeds That Thrill the Empire, consisted of 20

parts, issued fortnightly. Its publisher, Hutchinson, guaranteed
newsagents a circulation of at least 100,000 of each exciting part,
containing °'True stories of the most glorious acts of heroism of the
Empire’s soldiers and sailors during the Great War’.2® Sales of

weekly magazines in particular increased during the war, partly due

22 The Board of Trade Journal 11 April 1918 pp. 430-432

23 B. 14 January 1916 p. 6
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to more efficient methods of purchase. The Prohibition of Returns
Order of May 1918 was designed to protect the newsagent as well as to
save paper by reducing the number of unsold copies of magazines at
the end of the week. By urging readers to arrange standing orders
this act not only promoted the newsagent’s business but nurtured a
regular habit of reading by subscription. Publishing profits,
however, were kept in check. Advertising revenues (still regarded as
the lifeblood of any publication) inevitably declined. For example,
in 1916 one of the largest periodical publishers, George Newnes,
announced reduced profits due to a drop in revenues, the high costs
of paper and printing, and restricted cash flow, despite
'exceptionally large' sales of 6d., 7d., and 1ls. novels, and the
maintenance of its magazine circulations.Zz4 Hence, although most
publishers emerged from the war with expanded readerships, their

depleted financial reserves hindered development for some time.

Social and demographic changes created by the First World
War served indirectly to promote the market in popular fiction for
women. For example, women achieved economic independence through
participation in the work force during the war. Their spending power
increased; weekly wages for women of over £2 were not uncommon by the
end of the war, compared with the average pre-war salary of nine
shillings. This fact, coupled with the postwar surplus of single
women (unmarried and widowed), presented a large, captive market
ready to be exploited by advertisers and by magazine publishers

dispensing romance and adventure. In promoting three of its

magazines (Woman’'s World, Woman's Own and Home Companion) in 1915,

24 P.C. 9 September 1916 p. 252
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the Amalgamated Press reminded potential advertisers that ’each woman
holds the purse strings of a whole family’.2s Cynthia White has
suggested that two new reading publics emerged from the First World
War: the °’New Rich': middle and working-class women whose spending
power had increased; and the ’'New Poor’: mainly single working women
in the factories.2s New weekly magazines such as Woman’s
Illustrated (Amalgamated Press) catered to the former with cheery
service-orientated journals with plenty of romantic fiction. At the
opposite end of the market, the so-called 'blood-and-thunder’ papers
were designed to appeal to poorer women in need of thrilling fiction
to enliven an apparently mundane existence. Peg's Paper (Pearson),
Secrets (Thomson-Leng) and Oracle (Amalgamated Press) were among the
most popular. At two pence these papers, moreover, were affordable
to all classes. Furthermore, several factors - the entry of women
into the workforce, a greater domestic stability, tighter editorial
control by publishers, possibly a reaction to the violence of the war
- served to change the character of the romantic fiction published
during the 1920s. Exotic styles established by Ethel M. Dell or
Elinor Glyn did not last long after 1918; an emphasis on ’middle
class’ domesticity and realism took their place, apparent for example
in the less sensational, socially narrower romances produced by Mills
and Boon.?2? Most editors, moreover, encouraged this: Winifred

'Biddy’ Johnson of Woman's Weekly (Amalgamated Press) and Flora

25 Advertisement in The Advertisers’ A.B.C. 1915 edn, p. 455

26 Cynthia L. White, Women’s Magazines 1693-1968 (London, 1970), p.
93

27 See chapter &
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Klickmann of The Girl’'s Own Paper and Woman's Magazine are two

examples, both having been employed long before the war.

The First World War accelerated this existing trend
towards lower-priced and inferior fictionm. Commercialization of
publishing was a direct result of the need to increase revenues
dramatically after the war in order to meet steep rises in production
costs. By 1919 binding costs alone had risen to 11d. per book,
compared to 3d. before the war.2® The Bookseller reported that while
it was unusual before the war for a publisher to issue a first
edition of 1,000 copies (only half of which had to sell to avoid a
loss), after the war 1,800 of 2,000 copies had to be sold to ensure a
reasonable return. Consequently, commercial concerns were paramount
in a literal struggle to stay in business. Two groups in particular
were badly affected by these financial considerations: small
publishers and new authors. Larger firms could absorb losses with
less difficulty, and could rely on sales of cheap popular editions of
previously published works. Many publishers, moreover, were
reluctant to risk precious revenues on untested, first-time
writers.2?® In short, all the 'best’ books were in trouble, as the

Manchester Guardian reported in 1921:

The lack of what is called ’'popular appeal’-
meaning more often than not some element of

trashiness or, at least, flimsiness - has
become such a bar to publication as it never
has been before. 3o

28 P.C. 29 November 1919 p. 499
29 B. December 1919 p. 688

30 A Bad Time for Good Books’, Manchester Guardian 14 September
1921, quoted in P.C. 15 October 1921 p. 397
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Publishing between the wars, therefore, was characterized by the
introduction of new styles of production and marketing along
commercial lines. These included ’commodity-style’ techniques:
fiction had to be carefully planned and packaged, often as series,
all with an eye on potential sales. Hence, books and magazines
became commodities to be marketed and sold like soapflakes. Novels
became shorter; the average word limit was reduced from 200,000 words
to 130,000, a length which the author Michael Sadleir said was hardly
enough for plot development or adequate characterizatioms.®* A 1924

textbook, How to Write Saleable Fiction, established the following

plot guidelines:

Mystery, perhaps, appeals to the largest
public. A love interest is essential until, at

any rate, an author has made his name.
Comfortable sentiment is absolutely necessary

for popular success. Your work should also

bear the stamp of sincerity. You cannot treat
yourself and your reader too seriously.
Flippant novels are seldom found amongst the
'best-sellers’. 3z

The author added that 'to make money’ it was advisable to write

novels ’suitable for serial publication’. Publicity costs increased;
on average £100 was spent per 2,000 copies, or one shilling per copy.
New techniques such as posters on buses and newspaper ads containing
bold illustrations and story excerpts were adopted: according to the

Publishers’ Circular:

The days are gone when the wildest exploit of
book advertisers was a picture showing a youth
quietly reading with the assurances from three

31 P.C. 4 March 1922 p. 219. The long-running serial in weekly or
monthly magazines became an attractive alternative again, which
harked back to the days of Charles Dickens when new novels were first
published as serials in magazines.

32 George G. Magnus, How to Write Saleable Fiction (London, 1924),
p.- 9
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college presidents and five financiers that
fifteen minutes a day on the five-foot library
would make you any kind of a success you
fancied. 23

Popular weekly magazines were grouped together in advertisements.

The Amalgamated Press, for example, marketed Fashions for All,

Horner's Penny Stories, Forget-me-Not, Woman’s Weekly, Home Circle,

and Mother and Home as 'The Essential Six’, and Woman’'s World, Home

Companion, Woman's Companion and Family Journal as ’'The Reliable

Four’: both sets had a guaranteed circulation of one million copies
weekly in 1915 and 1930, respectively.34 Finally, convenience of
price and size in addition to quality were major factors in a bid to
encourage book-buying among lower-middle and working-class readers.>2®
In 1929, for example, the Leisure Library Company emphasised in
advertisement the ’'clear type...blue bindings... good paper...4
colour picture jackets' of its sixpenny reprints. Hutchinson's new
'Sevenpenny’ series in 1934 was advertised as, °'This is a beautiful

book for any shelf.’

Magazine publishers also capitalised on this renewed
interest in cheap fiction. Cassell pioneered the new popular type of

story magazine in 1912 with Cassell's Magazine of Fiction and Popular

Literature, which undercut the novels .by offering 264 pages of
fiction at 5d. It featured one complete 30,000-word novel and 20

complete stories, by best-selling authors 1like Baroness Orzcy.

33 P.C. 24 May 1919 p. 453

34 Advertisements in The Advertisers’ A.B.C. 1915 edn, p. 400; (1930
edn), p. 276

35 Attitudes towards the borrowing and buying of books are discussed
in chapter 3.
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Hutchinson’s Story Magazine, a 9d. monthly with a circulation of

300,000 ('record value'’), counted Orzcy. H. Rider Haggard and Charles
Garvice among its popular contributors. Its sister paper, the Family
Reader, made history in 1919 with the first Ethel M. Dell publication

in a twopenny weekly magazine.

Although much criticized, given its concessions to low
quality and novelty, commodity-style publishing was very successful
between the wars. 'The habit of novel-reading has much increased
since the war among the middle and lower classes,’ McMzhon Trevor
wrote in 1921. °They have no taste in literature, but the sale of
cheap editions (of recent novels) to them is enormous.’'3¢® So
enormous, in fact, that a lively debate ensued on whether too many
novels were published. In 1920 alone over one million copies of
Hutchinson’s and Hurst and Blackett’s new 3s. 6d. series (clothbound)
were sold, by such authors as Dell, Arnold Bennett, Cosmo Hamilton
and Dolf Wyllarde. Charles Young, of Lamley & Company, booksellers,
echoed the old-fashioned feelings of many of his peers in complaining
that an ’impossible’ number of reprints, at too many prices (1/6,
2s., 2/6, 3/6, 5s.), were published for the bookseller to afford to
stock them all. Young condemned the profit motive behind such
production:

It is often said: °'Well, I keep what the public

wants,’' and in so doing, of course, a public

need is met; but that is not bookselling. We

are not to be entirely concerned with a quick

turnover, ignoring meanwhile the books which

move men and influence their minds, the product
of brains which really matter. a7

36 McMahon Trevor, 'Who Buys Novels?' P.C. 28 May 1921 p. 555

37 P.C. 21 November 1925 pp. 720-721; 28 November 1925 p. 741
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But in fact the publishing industry had no other choice but to
encourage the "quick turnover’. Even W.H. Smith issued a clarion
call of sorts to its newsagent clients. °'With the remarkable growth
of the demand for Sixpenny novels it has become very patent to most
newsagents that to stick to newsagency alone and hold aloof from
selling books is undoubtedly a mistake’.®*® Between September and
November, 1929, book production in Britain exceeded the unprecedented
total of sixty titles per day (a majority of them novels), prompting
many to complain about an ’overproduction’ of books.>3® W.G. Taylor
in 1935 classed ’cheap fiction’ which feed the libraries, bumper
books, rewards and annuals as the only type of books which can be
**marketed" like mass-produced commodities’. He emphasised, however,
that these were but by-products of the main, ’'narrower but deeper’
stream of publishing which encompassed ’'novels’, poetry. short
stories, biography. and other genres.“° By-products, perhaps, but

they were the best-sellers nonetheless.

With new techniques of advertising and promotion, some
authors emerged as ’stars’ or ’celebrities’ whose public acclaim
loomed large throughout the period. Nat Gould’'s popularity survived
the war; although he died in 1919 having ‘written 130 novels, 22 more
awaited publication. Sales of his novels exceeded 20 million copies
in 1919; 23 million by 1923. Edgar Wallace’s novels were published

by some 30 publishers. According to some he was the most prolific

38 T.C. 31 May 1930 p. 6
39 ’'Sixty New Books a Day’, P.C. 5 October 1929 p. 425

40 Taylor, 'Publishing’, p. 63
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writer of popular fiction the world has ever known; his exact output
is unknown.“* American Zane Grey was another big seller, benefitting
from interest in Westerns generated by the cinema. 'The publishers
are squeezing Zane like a lemon squeezer squeezes a lemon’, the

Publishers” Circular reported.%2 Another American conqueror was

Mickey Mouse and the Walt Disney establishment; the book of the
cartoon ’'Three Little Pigs®’ sold 188,000 copies in three months.“®

The *blockbuster’ book was also a common fixture: Gone With the Wind

(1936) and The Citadel (1937) were named in a 1948 Gallup Poll of
'What’s the best book you’ve ever read?*’, after The Bible. A.J.
Cronin’s novel, in fact, sold 40,083 copies in 9 days in 1937, a

bookselling record.+“

Through such restructuring the publishing industry was
able to acquire and retain a modicum of prosperity in spite of the
economic depression, with the exception, we will see, of the magazine
trade. In fact, 1930 was the most prolific year until then in the
history of British publishing: 11,603 new books and 3,790 reprints

(in all categories) were published. One of many observers who

41 See W.0.G. Lofts and Derek Adley, The British Bibliography of
Edgar Wallace (London, 1964). Barbara Cartland, Wallace’s principal
rival for the most-books-written record, criticised his style and
suspected his originality. 'He was sort of fantastic. He rather
wrote like me, but he did them all at the same time. He always
forgot, and the eyes of the heroine changed halfway through; once
they were brown and then they were blue. I always thought he had a
lot of people who put things in’, as did, she claimed, most of the
literary establishment. (Cartland was interviewed on 26 May 1988)

42 P.C. 11 June 1921 p. 597
43 B. 1 May 1935 p. 434

44 P.C. 20 October 1937 p. 418
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commented on apparent resistance of the publishing industry to the

economic crisis was the Publishers’ Circular:

The ’ill wind' of financial stringency has a

stimulating effect on reading, as can be proved

from the statistics of our public libraries.

When money is scarce for the theatre or the

talkies, then the joys of the armchair and the

book are discovered. “s
In many respects a leisure service, publishing was among those light
service industries which displayed a flexibility and resilience
during the depression, when ’escapist’ activities such as reading
were regarded as necessities rather than luxuries. Similarly, the
largest increase in radio licenses in a single year was between March
1930 and March 1931, at a rate of more than 1,000 each day; by
November 1932 the B.B.C. had acquired its five-millionth licence
holder.“® 1In the case of book publishing, sales were further boosted
during the 1930s by two additional developments: a dramatic increase

in orders from the commercial, tuppenny 1libraries, and the

unprecedented success of the paperback series, Penguin Books.

The growth of the tuppenny libraries was such by 1938 that
W.C. Berwick Sayers, President of the Library Association, remarked:
'We have the almost spontaneous appearance in thousands of shops of
departments for lending light literature; so much so that it would
seem the lending of reading matter is becoming an auxiliary of every
business’.*? The impact of the ‘'tuppenny’ 1libraries on the

publishing industry was considerable. Their success galvanised sales

45 P.C. 27 December 1930 p. 877

46 Asa Briggs, The B.B.C.: The First Fifty Years (London, 1985), p.
110

47 P.C. 18 June 1938 p. 802
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by providing a guaranteed market for light fiction. 1In response to
such strong demand several publishers became °’library houses’,
tailoring their book lists to the demands of the libraries. Among
such firms were Mills and Boon, Herbert Jenkins, Hutchinson, Ward
Lock, and Wright and Brown.%® Other, more upscale publishers added a
'cheap line’ to their lists: light fiction which, if not enhancing
the reputation of the firm certainly helped cash flow during
difficult times. Collins, for example, published the ’Crime Club’
series; Hodder and Stoughton the successful 'Yellow Jackets’ line,
and Oxford University Press was the first of the many publishers of

the adventures of Captain W.E. Johns’ ’Biggles’.

The publishing industry was evenly divided on the merits
of the tuppenny libraries. Traditional booksellers may have lamented
the lowering of standards and the ’overproduction’ of trashy novels,
but A.C. Hannay praised publishers for exploiting a new market and
being sensitive to changing tastes, which displayed sound business
sense:

Publishers, 1in spite of their theoretical

objections, have been quicker to adapt

themselves to the needs of the day. Wisely,

and rightly, they are prepared to produce the

books the libraries want. The novels are
produced to meet a real and definite demand. hid

48 See chapter 4. John Boon remained critical of competitors such
as Wright and Brown: 'They were essentially a library company:
romance, thrillers, Westerns, a little more downmarket than we were.
They were two managers from Hutchinson’s who had seen what my father
had achieved and set out to copy him, with deliberately more limited
aim*. (JB-3)

49 A.C. Hannay, 'Are the Lending Libraries Really a Menace?’ B. 11
April 1934 p. 200
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A lending library was regarded by some as a source of revenue and
also potential customers. W.H. Smith warned its newsagent clients
not to scorn ’'the "Edgar Wallace type" of reader’; if he entered the

shop, he was a potential customer.%® The Publishers’ Circular was

excited by reports of a tuppenny library in south London which turned
an average weekly profit of £28. ‘'That passer-by is your possible
customer. He will not notice your dull front and dusty. ill-lighted
window! He will notice the brightly-lighted 2d. library!'s* The
libraries were also seen as beneficial ‘for the public 1libraries,
which did not need to stock such ’'worthless books'. As such, 'these
tuppenny libraries will drain away a weeping abscess’, Geoffrey

Grigson noted.Ss2

Although Penguin Books, introduced in 1935, did not
appreciably affect the working class, its success did serve to
promote reading in general and new marketing ideas. Allen Lane
pioneered the introduction of inexpensive quality paperbacks in 1935
with the launch of Penguin Books. His success captivated the book
trade: in the first year three million copies of 50 titles were sold,
6d. each, a turnover for the trade of £75,000. The firm’'s innovative
marketing techniques changed the character of bookselling: Penguins

were sold not only in traditional bookshops but in newsagents and

50 'Books and the Public’, The Newsbasket May 1930 p. 104

51 P.C. 1 February 1936 p. 101. Given such profits the tuppenny
libraries were accused in 1935 of violating the Shops Act; tuppenny
libraries were exempt as they did not offer books for sale, and
remained open, in one case, to 11:00 p.m. (’'Twopenny Libraries and
the Shops Act’, P.C. 10 August 1935 p. 219)

52 Geoffrey Grigson, °’Novels, Twopenny Libraries and the Reviewer’,
B. 20 March 1935 p. 286
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chain stores such as Woolworths and Marks and Spencer. A Penguin
vending machine was installed in Charing Cross Road. Other
publishers copied the sixpenny paperback format for reprints of light
fiction, producing ’'books’ with the same disposable qualities as
magazines. Among these were Chevron Books (Queensway Press).
Pearson’s Sixpennies ('Romance’ - 'Western’ - *‘Detective’-
'Adventure’), and Selwyn and Blount’'s °'Not at Night’ thriller series,
which sold 250,000 copies. Hutchinson cheekily labelled their 6d.
series 'Toucan’ and 'Jackdaw’. While these series did claim a large
sale among lower-class readers, Penguin Books did not, despite Lane’s
intentions to influence the working class towards 'better’ books.=2
Retailers did not approve of the sale of sixpenny paperbacks such as
Penguin Books, which generated fewer profits than traditional
hardbacks, and feared the eclipse of their trade by the chain stores,
which did a roaring business in sixpennies, backed by extensive

advertising in the Press.®“

53 Penguin Books commissioned Mass-Observation after the Second
World War to survey their buying public. The report, completed in
1947 but never published, concluded that Penguins were bought by only
92 of the reading public. Working-class readers were actually few, a
result of the quality of the fiction published and the ingrained
resistance among the lower classes to book-buying: purchases were
rare and usually cloth-bound books to ’'display’ at home. See chapter
3. (Mass-Observation, A Report on Penguin World [File Report 2545],
December 1947)

54 Overall, however, with the exception of the Penguins these
paperback series did not make much of an impact. Paperback
publishing on a mass scale in Britain was not introduced until after
the Second World War, a result of a desire for inexpensive, quality
reprints and the creation of consortiums which provided the necessary
and considerable physical and financial backing. In 1947 Penguin
signed an exclusive contract with five publishers (Chatto and Windus,
Faber and Faber, Hamish Hamilton, Heinemann and Michael Joseph) to
provide the first cheap 2s. edition of their books. Also in 1947,
Pocket Books, an American venture, was launched at 1/9, and Pan Books
at 1/6. Pan Books was the paperback arm of Collins, Hodder and
Stoughton and Macmillan. (See also Hans Schmoller, 'The paperback
revolution’, in Asa Briggs (ed), Essays in the history of publishing
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The relative prosperity of the book trade was naturally
interrupted by the outbreak of war in 1939. The sudden and severe
disruption created by the implementation of paper rationing in 1940
was, however, temporary. Given the restrictions imposed on other
leisure activities during the Second World War, the demand for
reading - and light ‘escapist’ fiction in particular - far exceeded
supply. A buyer was found for every publication produced, although
as during the First World War the lack of paper dampened profits.
Restrictions also inhibited expansion. John Boon claimed that his
firm 'may have done better without the war-’. Although the expanded
wartime market consolidated Mills and Boon’s market position, the war
also impeded the firm's ability to exploit it. 'I mean, we were
doing very well in the thirties, and we were developing the whole
time. As soon as the austerity regulations came in, we were in a
straitjacket’. Mills and Boon could have sold many more books if

paper had been available, he claimed.==

Paper rationing, which was enforced from 1940 until 1949,
was the dominant influence of this period. Rationing was implemented
by the Control of Paper Order of February, 1940. It restricted
publishers to 60 percent of their annual supply of paper in 1939. A
common complaint among publishers was that allocation judged on 1939,
a relatively bad year in the industry (given the outbreak of war),

was unfair and unjust. After the German invasion of Norway. the

in celebration of the 250th anniversary of the House of Longman 1724-
1974 [London, 1974}, pp. 285-318)

55 JB-2. See chapter 4
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principal supplier of wood and pulp, allocations were steadily
reduced, initially to 30 percent, and by 1943 to as low as 6.5
percent. Further orders prohibited publication of any new
newspapers, magazines or periodicals, and forbade the more frequent
issue of those already on sale. When allocations were increased in
small increments beginning in November 1943, it was only done so to
meet the demands of the Forces, liberated territories, colonies and
overseas markets, and not the home front. The severity of wartime
restrictions on the publishing industry can also be illustrated
through a comparison of pre-war and wartime paper consumption.
Consumption in 1939 was estimated by the Board of Trade as follows:
Newspapers
(including weeklies) 1,110,000 tons/year
Magazines and
Periodicals 300,000
Books 63,000
With rationing restrictions, then, for the major part of the war the
Ministry of Supply allocated paper according to the following

averages:

Newspapers and

Magazines 250,000 tons/year
H.M.S.0. 100,000
Books 20,000

Hence, the combined consumption of newspapers and magazines was
limited to 18 percent of pre-war supply; of books, 32 percent. The
War Office alone used 25,000 tons of paper, more than the entire book
allocation. 1Indeed, book publishers used only 1.5 percent of the
total paper consumption; an increase of just one percent, it was

claimed, would have solved all problems of supply.Sss Stanley L.

56 Hewison, p. 87. One should bear in mind that °'Magazines’
included non-fiction titles; 'Books’ all types including the largest
consumer, educational books.
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Unwin, moreover, estimated that as 1,000 tons of paper generated five
million books, annual wartime production was in excess of 100 million
books. However, this supply had to satisfy the production of all
technical, scientific and educational books in addition to ’'best-

sellers’ and light fiction.Ss”

Hardship caused by the shortage of paper was compounded by
the blitz. The raid of 29 December 1940 on Paternoster Square in
London destroyed five million wvolumes in the warehouse of the
wholesale distributors Simpkin Marshall; and Hutchinson, Collins and
Longmans, among other publishers, had their premises destroyed.
Complaints of unavailable or out-of-print books were commonplace: in
1941 the Publishers® Association announced that 37,000 titles were
unavailable, a reduction of 46 and 36 percent for children’s books
and adult fiction in print, respectively. since 1939.%® Some popular
series, such as the 'Yellow Jackets®’, were suspended until paper was
again available to meet the expected huge demand. °’'Nine new books
out of ten are over-subscribed before publication’, the Publishers’
Association reported in 1944, ’and it is not uncommon for the orders
for new books and reprints to exceed the number printed by four or

five times’.S?®

The magazine houses adjusted somewhat more easily than the
book publishers. At the outset of the war rationing restrictions led

to the closure of many titles; the larger firms were hardest hit:

57 Stanley Unwin, °'The Status of Books® (London, 1946), p. 9-10
58 B. 27 November 1941 p. 471

59 'Book Publishing in Britain To-day’, B. 8 June 1944 p. 495
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Number of titles

1939 1945
Amalgamated Press 91 42
Odhams 25 17
Pearson 24 9
D.C. Thomson 22 17
George Newnes 19 8

Hence, the Amalgamated Press lost 54 percent of its titles; D.C.
Thomson 23 percent. Most weeklies became fortnightlies or even
monthlies in an effort to extend paper rations. In all, 916
periodicals and newspapers were suspended at the outbreak of the
war.®® 1In some cases evacuations led to distribution problems; many
of the children’s storypapers in particular were closed, including
such long-running titles as Gem, Magnet, and Chums. But surviving
magazines managed to maintain their pre-war prices, unlike books, and
their readerships, despite reduced circulations. The most popular

titles included Picture Post, Everybody's, and Woman’'s Own. One

newsagent in Lansdowne Road, London, complained, 'I am so hard-
pressed for magazines that I ask people to return them when they are
read so as to supply other customers’.s? In 1940 W.H. Smith cited
the case of the most popular woman’'s weekly, Odhams Press® Woman:

This magazine’'s editorial department received
in January and February of this year the
astonishing number of over 85,000 letters-
nearly 20,000 more than in the last 2 pre-war
months, July and August. During 1939 close on
a million readers wrote to Woman for something
they wanted or wanted to know. No sign of a
shrinking market here, and doubtless the same
reassuring story could be told by other
publishers. ez

60 The News and Book Trade Review and Stationers’ Gazette 15 August
1942 p. 411

61 M-O °‘Reading’ Box 5 File B (26 June 1942); M.S.

62 T.C. 23 March 1940 p. 6
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Indeed, despite supply problems, reading thrived during
the war. 1In 1941 86 new bookshops were opened; the number of issues
from the public libraries increased by 15 percent; and Hutchinson's
recorded book sales, including juvenile titles, of over 10 million
copies.®®* Personal expenditure on 'Books, Newspapers and Magazines’,
as recorded by the Central Statistical Office, increased during the
war, from £64 million in 1938, £67 million in 1943 and £77 million in
1945 (admittedly, the inclusion of newspaper sales in the total may
unreasonably distort figures).®4 To meet this demand, the number of
book publishers actually increased during the war, despite the
scarcity of paper. The market was exploited by so-called ’'mushroom
firms®, small publishers who produced 1light fiction. Although
output was regulated by control of supply, there were no restrictions
on the creation of new publishing houses. F.K. Foat, Book Manager of
W.H. Smith, explained the problem in 1947, noting how these newcomers
exacerbated the critical paper situation:

The wartime regulations left a loophole - there

was no rule preventing the formation of new

firms. Their sources of supply were probably

threefold - paper stolen somehow or other,

black market paper (if distinction can be made

here). and their own printers’ ration for

jobbing work.

Most of the ’mushroom’ firms are now °’'folding

up’, ’'They’'re on the way out’, but that does
not increase the allocation of paper to
reputable publishers. Much of the material

published by the new, wartime firms was of
little value. A great many children’s books of

63 P.C. 4 October 1941 p. 170; B. 26 February 1942 p. 185

64 Annual Abstract of Statistics (London, 1938-1948), p. 246. All
figures revalued at 1938 prices.
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poor quality were produced and sold well
because of the shortage of toys. 6s

One such ‘'mushroom’ firm was the United Anglo-American Book Co.,
Ltd., which offered a 1line of mystery/romance/thriller/gangster

novels, including such titles as It’s Only Saps That Die by Buck

Toler and They Rubbed Him Out by John Lacey Cora.®® Fortunately for

these firms the demand for such ’trash’ intensified in wartime. An
assistant at the W.H. Smith bookshop in Sloane Square, London,
observed in 1943: °'I think a lot of publishérs are just unloading
rubbish on the public, they know they’ll be able to sell the classics
and really good books after the war anything will sell at present.
And rubbish will do while the war is on; that seems to be the
attitude~.s”? In this way paper rationing during the Second World
War undoubtedly affected public choice by limiting supply of certain
types of fiction, such as the classics and quality periodicals, while
expanding the supply of light novels and magazines. But even some
*trash’ books had difficulty getting published. After the war the

publication of Forever Amber, the 1944 American best-seller by

Kathleen Winsor, was delayed in Britain due to lack of paper; one
publisher commented that due to its length (800 pages) and expected

huge demand it would exhaust his entire paper quota for one year.s®

65 M-O0 °*Reading’ Box 10 File F (5 August 1947), p. 2; I.E.W.
66 B. 4 May 1944 p. 412
67 M-O 'Reading’ Box 8 File K (7 December 1943); G.S.T.

68 'A best-seller in search of a publisher’, B. 5 April 1945 pp.
406-407
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III

During the 1920s and 1930s, the leisure industry expanded
significantly. ’Entertainment and leisure became big business as it
was increasingly realized that a lot of money could be made out of
people’s spare time’, Stephen G. Jones wrote.®® Coincidental with
the commercialization of popular publishing along commodity lines,
the cinema, wireless, organized sport, dancing, holidays and (later)
television all experienced considerable expansion and professional
organization. Rather than diminishing the reading habit, these
activities actually encouraged it, through tie-ins ('the book of the
film’; lending libraries at seaside resorts), and magazines relating

to broadcasting (Popular Wireless, Picturegoer) and sport (Topical

Times). Where the expansion of leisure activities did have an
impact, however, was on retail sales. With more leisure
opportunities on which to spend pocket money (and with an increase in
real wages to do so), purchases of magazines in particular slumped,
and, as we have seen, public reliance on borrowing novels instead of
buying increased considerably. This section will survey these

influences on popular publishing.

The cinema and the wireless were the most beneficial
leisure activities in terms of reading promotion. 'The cinema was

the essential social habit of the age’ which ‘’slaughtered all

69 Stephen G. Jones, Workers at Play: A Social and Economic History
of Leisure 1918-1939 (London, 1986), p. 35
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competitors’,?’® A.J.P. Taylor observed. There were 3,500 cinemas in
1914, 4,597 in 1951. Annual admissions increased from 903 million in
1934 to a peak of over 1.6 billion in 1946. Indeed, Charles Mowat
estimated that, as cinemas sold 20 million tickets a week, 40 percent
of the population went to the pictures once a week, and 25 percent
went twice a week or more.?2 The publishing industry greeted this
new form of entertainment with a mixture of excitement and dread. In
1919 the Bookseller dismissed fears of the cinema eclipsing books:
'Surely the kind of people who are content to accept "the pictures”
as a substitute for books are so unsophisticated, and the sort of
novels they would otherwise read are of such a quality, that there is
nothing at all to worry about’.?2 But the cinema did attract the
interest of some ’quality’ authors, perhaps mindful of financial

gain. Jeffrey Farnol (The Broad Highway) considered it a great

privilege for any author to have his work filmed, and A.E.W. Mason

(The Four Feathers) regarded the cinema as a great new art form.?3

The publisher T. Fisher Unwin saw in film adaptations new life for
older books, and anything that helped to sell books was welcomed.
'The film has produced a new and larger public, though of a lower
grade. Whatever happens, I think there is bound to be in the future

an increase of the number of book readers’, he said.?+«

70 Taylor, English History, p. 313

71 Charles Mowat, Britain Between the Wars (London, 1955) p. 501

72 B. December 1919 p. 701
73 P.C. 24 April 1920 p. 427

74 P.C. 5 January 1924 p. 10
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Indeed there was. Given their mutual interest in light
fiction, relationships were forged early between the film and
publishing industries, and both book and magazine firms turned the
new medium to their advantage. The Stoll Film Company announced in
1920 adaptations of novels by Edgar Wallace, Ethel M. Dell, and E.
Phillips Oppenheim. Zane Grey’s ’astonishing® popularity among ’all
classes of the reading public’ was further enhanced by the filming of
his novels.?”® 1In 1921 the National Federation of Retail Newsagents
and Booksellers condemned the practice of publishers who bypassed
bookshops and sold ’books of the film’' directly in cinema houses;?s
Hutchinson was one of many publishers who marketed 6d. 'Film

Editions’ with such titles as Queen of Atlantis by Pierre Benoit

(1933). Bryce MacNab in 1935 observed that some authors were writing
in "film style’ to attract the interest of Hollywood. Only best-
sellers were desired, however: 'If there is any chance of exploiting
a name, of trading on an author’s popularity, of buying up the film
rights of a "best-seller" and publicising it into success even before
it has been made, the film factors will do it’.?? Retailers were
encouraged to retain stocks of best-sellers until the filmed versions
appeared. The Bookseller reported in 1947 that there had been a
continuous waiting list for Jane Eyre in Derbyshire Public Libraries

since 1940.72

75 A.G. Cheverton, ’'The Vogue of Zane Grey', P.C. 27 March 1920 p.
345

76 P.C. 2 April 1921 p. 345

77 Bryce MacNab, ’'Searching for a Film Story: The Type of Novel
Which Film Producers Want’, B. 3 July 1935 p. 646

78 B. 18 October 1947 p. 730. Charlotte Bronte’s novel was
mentioned most frequently during this period on the influence of the
film on reading.
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The popularity of the cinema was also reflected within
magazines. The women’s weeklies included features on the latest
films and gossip on the glamorous stars. Publishers frequently
encouraged sales by offering free gifts, known as ’'pushes’ in the
trade. Some sample ones were °‘'Gloria Swanson’s Shampoo Powder’

offered with Peg’s Companion (1925) and a ’Beautiful Signed Portrait

of Garbo’ in Britannia and Eve (1932). The cinema also spawned a

number of film and photographic magazines, including the popular

Picturegoer, and Mickey Mouse Weekly, introduced in 1936 as °'The

Children’s Paper that Grown-Ups will find Excuses for Buying’.

Similarly, the wireless benefited publishing. Publisher
George H. Doran predicted in 1923 that the radio would help to sell
books. 'It is a tremendously multiplied lecturing platform; it is a
new and more fascinating phonograph; it is the telephone in a million
homes’, he said, adding that serial story opportunities were
endless.?® Indeed, the radio drama seemed to have had the same
positive effect upon reading as did the cinema. 1In 1950, 'an age of

more reading than ever before in history’, the Publishers’ Circular

praised the influence of the wireless and serials such as Jane Eyre,

South Riding and Tom Sawyer: °'This seriaiising by the B.B.C. is one

of the most useful and most acceptable efforts of the wireless. It

is pretty safe to say that it has turned many listeners to the

79 P.C. 10 February 1923 p. 115. The Amalgamated Press’s super
sleuth Sexton Blake was one character which made a very successful
transition from print to the radio drama.
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printed page as most libraries and booksellers would readily

agree’.®°

Given the complementary relationships forged Dbetween
publishing and broadcasting, not to mention the record levels of book
production between the wars, it is surprising to notice a severe
depression in magazine sales. The principal reason for this would
appear to be the redistribution of consumer expenditure to other
leisure activities. In addition to the cinema and wireless,
expenditure on smoking, gambling, holidays and sporting matches all
increased. We have seen the growth of commercial lending libraries
for the frequent distribution of light fiction, at a much cheaper
cost than purchasing. Weekly magazines, on the other hand, did not
have access to such an alternative outlet. As there were some best-
selling exceptions, however, it is clear that the magazine trade also
suffered from outdated technology and a passé, tired look. A Gallup
Poll in January 1938 concluded that only 21 percent of the public

read magazines ’'regularly’.®®

The depression in the magazine trade is evident from a
number of sources. According to the Census of Production, for
example, the net output in the ’Printing, publishing of newspapers
and periodicals’ reached a plateau between the wars, as did the sales

of ’'magazines and periodicals...by larger establishments’:

80 P.C. 19 August 1950 p. 983

81 Multiple responses were common. Unfortunately, only five titles
were listed: Woman’s Own (6%), Woman (62), Strand (6%). John Bull
(52) and Chambers (52). 'All others' received 722 and 'No answer’
537.
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Net OQutput Total Net Sales of
per person  Industry Magazines &
employed Output Periodicals
1924 £ 542 £ 32.2m £ 10,115
1930 518 37.0 m 10,044
1935 476 38.4 m 10,781 ez

Declining circulations recorded by some publishing houses can account
for the above. In 1938 there were 234 weekly ’general interest’
periodicals published in Britain, with a recorded weekly circulation
of 18,635,000, down from 21 million in 1935.e2 Sales of D.C
Thomson’s 'Big 5' papers for boys, the best-selling titles in this
market, slumped before the Second World War; similar falls were
recorded in the firm’s popular weeklies for women, including Secrets

and Red Star Weekly.®“ Notices of excessive returns of unsold copies

were common in the trade publications throughout the 1930s. The
Amalgamated Press was a frequent advertiser, with the Gem and Magnet,

Schoolgirl’s Own, Home Companion and Eve's Own Stories among the most

seriously affected. In 1931 the firm’s Circulation Manager addressed
W.H. Smith’s wholesale clients:

We have 65 periodicals and there are
approximately 40,000 agents in Great Britain
and Ireland. If every agent carries one unsold
copy of all our weeklies, the returns would
amount to 2,600,000 copies every week.

What, then, is the solution? We think that
every agent should cut from his sheet each week
half the ‘'overs’ of the preceding week. Thus,
if an agent ordered 18 copies of Answers and
had 2 left, his next order should be 17 copies.

82 Jones, p. 48. Jones claims, however, that the main reason for
the apparent stagnation and decline was ‘'the downward trend in prices
which the crude Census data does not take into account’. (p. 47)

83 Nicholas Kaldor and Rodney Silverman, A Statistical Analysis of

Advertising Expenditure and of the Revenue of the Press (Cambridge,
1948), pp. 86, 96

84 Source: D.C. Thomson & Co., Ltd. See chapter 6
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If 2 are left again, then 16, and so on. 1In
this way, the returns problem would solve
itself. es

Actually, only the tremendous demand created by the reading boom

during the Second World War solved the returns problem.

Both publishers and retailers placed the blame for the
depressed magazine market on increased expenditure on other leisure
activities. John Masefield, the Poet Laureate, was struck by how
much less people were reading in 1939 than in 1909. He blamed
amusements, claiming it was idle 'to expect the people of to-day to
abandon their new toys for the toys which delighted the last
generation’.®¢  Odhams Press, publishers of John Bull and Woman,
criticized mechanical transport, in particular purchases of cars and
motorcycles:

weekends spent motoring were by no means

conducive to reading papers. Moreover

economies had to be made in some direction if

the installments on these purchases were to be

met, and it was usually on magazines and Sunday

papers that many began to cut down. 87

In 1933 the Religious Tract Society, publishers of the B.0.P. and the

Woman’'s Magazine, acknowledged in its annual report that competition

had become severe:

things are different since the war, and it is
easy to gilve many reasons why people do not
read so much at home. All new inventions seem
to attack that quiet reading hour - the
gramophone, wireless, cinema, motor cars, cheap
motor-bus and coach rides - all have their
share. Then the daily newspaper with its

85 T.C. 6 June 1931 p. 14
86 The Times 15 May 1939 p. 19

87 R.J. Minney, Viscount Southwood (London, 1954), p. 207
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serial story and magazine articles has taken
away many a reader from the general magazine. es

In 1927 W.H. Smith solicited both causes and remedies for the
depression from its employees throughout England and Wales.®® 1In
addition to the wireless (’the long daily wireless programmes supply
a form of entertainment requiring no effort on the part of the
listener, and provide the continual change so dear to the feminine
mind’) and the cinema ('Each afternoon Kinemas are packed with women
whose emotions are being tickled by slick American producers; in pre-
Kinema days most of these vast audiences would have spent the
afternoon reading’), employees also cited an increase in
participation in outdoor activities such as sport ('the long light
evenings, due to the "Daylight Savings Bill", tend to use up all the
leisure time the public had for 1light reading in the shape of
magazines'). Alternatives to the weekly magazine, including the
advent of the sixpenny novel, the greater popularity of circulating
libraries, and the adaptation of magazine features such as serials in
the daily newspapers were also mentioned. Among the remedies
suggested which were applied to some benefit before the Second World
War were more free gifts, or ’pushes’. A frenzied °’gift war’ in
weekly magazines, reminiscent of competitions between early issues of
Tit-Bits and Answers, ensued. One working-class London woman, aged

60, was asked in 1940 why she was a regular reader of Family Journal.

'Well I just happened to see it advertised one day and I took it and

88 Annual Report of the Religious Tract Society (134th edn, 1932-
1933), p. 112

89 'The Decline in Magazine Sales’, The Newsbasket July-October 1927
pPp. 157-161, 181-185, 209-211i, 229-230. The amount of attention
given to this subject is an indication of the severity of the
situation.
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I've been taking it ever since for 3 years. I think the attraction

was 3 saucepans. They were giving 3 saucepans away with it.’®°

It is also possible that weekly magazines could not retain
their readerships because they were, quite simply. looking out of
date. °'If the contents of magazines are kept at a high level and a
lot of the nonsense and hot air cut out, sales should not decrease
much’, one W.H. Smith employee announced in 1927. This would explain
the success of those magazines which did enjoy significant growth
during the 1930s. Letterpress production of poor quality and
formulaic fiction which characterized countless weekly magazines
looked feeble compared with such bright, new, unorthodox titles as
Odhams’ Woman (1937), the first weekly magazines to be produced by
photogravure and in colour, along the lines of the glossy American
magazines, and D.C. Thomson’s Dandy and Beano comics. 'Hobbies”
magazines were also popular on such subjects as gardening (The

Smallholder), aviation (Popular Flying), and photography, and the

influence of broadcasting was apparent in the enduring popularity of

Radio Times and illustrated magazines such as Picture Post. As a

newsagent in Mill Hill, London, remarked in 1940:

By far and away the most popular periodical
(other than Radio Times) is Picture Post. This
is universally popular - working, middle and
upper classes alike buy it. Nobody has to look
through it to consider whether they want it or
not. Another weekly which people know they
want without thinking is Everybody’'s. This,
however sells only among the lower middle and

90 F/60/D, M-O ’Newspaper Reading’ Box 2 File D (33 Coomer Road,
London, 4 March 1940); K.B.



106

working classes. Higher classes wanting a
competition paper choose Guide and Ideas. °2

In fact, in 1949 Picture Post, Illustrated, Everybody’s, John Bull,

and Radio Times were identified as ’'mass-circulation’ magazines. It
was estimated that the number of copies of these titles per 100
families was 110.1 in London and the Southeast; 115.0 in Wales; and

92.0 in Scotland.®2

*kkkk

In this chapter we have considered the principal
developments in the publishing industry and the market for popular
fiction in Britain from the First World War until 1950. The existing
demand for "light fiction," in book and magazine form, was sustained
or increased throughout this period. 1In fact, it was difficult not
to resist reading something, so wide and accessible was the variety
of reading matter to all classes. Wartime increased the demand for

escapist fiction; the postwar decline in retail prices of books and

91 M-O 'Reading’ Box 3 File D (104 Devonshire Road, N.W.7, 8
February 1940); K.B. .

92 Major G. Harrison and F.C. Mitchell, The Home Market (London,
1950), p. 79. In the case of children’s magazines, stagnation of
sales may also may have been due to the rapidly falling proportion of
children in the population. In England and Wales, children up to the
age of 14 comprised 32.4 percent of the population (10,545,000) in
1901; 23.8 percent in 1931 (9,520,000); and 22.1 percent in 1951
(9,692,000). In Scotland, figures were comparable: 33.4 percent
(1,494,000) in 1901; 26.9 percent (1,305,000) in 1931; 24.6 percent
(1,255,000) in 1951. With a falling juvenile population, saturation
of the market would have accelerated. Indeed, D.C. Thomson blames
the failure of its boys' paper The Vanguard (1924-1926) on such
saturation. (See chapter 6. A.H. Halsey, Trends in British Society
since 1900 [London, 1972], p. 33)
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the ensuing competition by publishers led to a surplus of novels.
During the 1930s facilities, public and private, for borrowing books
cheaply and conveniently expanded nationwide. Leisure activities
such as the cinema, the wireless and television all served to enhance
the desire for the written word. Reading levels increased, however,
at the expense of retail sales and the gain of the libraries, and

magazine publishers suffered in particular.

These developments, whilst sustaining the demand for
reading, provoked major restructuring within the publishing industry.
Publishers were forced to cater to the tastes of a specific audience
(in this case, the lower-middle and working classes) more closely
than ever before in order to ensure maximum sale and cover rising
production costs. Commodity-style techniques were introduced, and
some houses tagged all of their books to one readership, such as the
lending libraries. Such market targeting was a strategy previously
confined to magazines. Fortunately the demand for the cheap low-brow
fiction produced by the millions was great; reprinted works of adult
fiction far exceeded new works. The Second World War served to
institutionalise these new publishing techniques while intensifying
the demand for reading even further, thereby preparing the market for
the 'mass-circulation’ magazines and paperbacks characteristic of the

present day.



Chapter 3

*The Quickest Way Out of Glasgow’:

Adult Reading Habits

During this period the market for popular literature, as
we have seen, expanded in accordance with the growth of the ’new
reading public® drawn largely from the lower-middle and working
classes. This was particularly the case in the 1930s with the
activity of the tuppenny libraries; the record production of ’light
fiction® is an indication of the principal tastes of this reading
public. ‘'Escapism’, moreover, was one of the principal motivations
in reading. As a postman in Scotland explained, 'As the Cockney
said: "Getting drunk is the nearest way out of London", so reading is
the quickest way out of Glasgow’.* This chapter will examine adult
reading habits. The first section will assess broadly the growth and
development of reading as a leisure activity among this ’low-brow
public’, and the publications and authbrs preferred most by such
readers. Special attention will be given to the effects of wartime,
which served to enhance the common desire for relaxation and a
momentary ’escape’ provided by light fiction. The ways people chose

their reading matter in an increasingly sophisticated mass-

1 Mass-Observation, Books and the Public: A Report for the Natiomal
Book Council, File Report 2018 (11 February 1944), p. 85
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marketplace will be discussed in the second section. Working-class
readers, for instance, did not distinguish between books and
magazines in looking for something to read, and were more susceptible
to the 'look’ of a book and a sensational title. The third section
will try to put the term ‘’popular fiction’ in perspective by
presenting the best-selling authors, novels and magazines preferred
by this public. Finally. the fourth section will consider what
appeared to be the pervasive characteristic of reading habits during

this period: reading as ’escapism’.

Generally speaking, the reading habit was either
maintained or increased during this period. The principal influence
was war, in two respects. Firstly, war increased the temptation of
all classes, and especially women, to turn to fiction in book and
magazine form. Reading and the distraction it provided were
identified as 'a tower of strength’ in 1915 and 'our safest refuge in
the mental torment of war' in 1939.2 This habit, moreover, was
sustained in peacetime; after the First World War, for example,
popular fiction was easier to obtain due to increased competition,
lower prices and the commercial libraries. Secondly, wartime not
only served to perpetuate existing reading habits but appeared to

encourage new readers. Among those introduced to light reading were

2 'Reading in the time of war’, The Times 13 April 1915 p. 6;
Compton Mackenzie, quoted in 1939, M-O 'Reading’ Box 3 File D
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war workers, either in the Forces or on civilian duty. This was the
ma jor growth area in the reading public and it served to perpetuate

reading habits in peacetime.

To contemporaries, the First World War plainly encouraged
reading, especially of the ’lighter’ kind. In 1915 the Daily Mirror
surveyed publishers and booksellers and reported that fiction, poetry
and detective stories were ’'in great demand’; books were selling
"remarkably well’ in spite of the war, but war stories were no longer
popular.? According to the publisher Herbert Jenkins, people had
grown tired of war books. ’Indeed, they now asked for "something to
make them forget how far it is to Tipperary, or that Piccadilly is
being kept as dark as the plans of the War Office"... something that
will, for a time at least, take them out of themselves.’“4 Jenkins
crusaded against those who criticised the number of novels, mostly by
women writers, which were being published. °’What a boon new novels
are to the man at the Front, the wounded, the bereaved. I have
received many very touching testimonies of the gratitude of those who

want to forget things occasionally for an hour or so’,® he said.

Increases in fiction borrowing were recorded by public
libraries. In Leeds, the librarian cited escapism for the growth of
fiction issues during 1916, and the librarian at the Guildford

Institute said that ’light® literature never stayed on his shelves

3 Quoted in P.C. 2 October 1915 p. 317
4 B, 19 February 1915 p. 169
5 P.C. 20 January 1917 p. 50

6 P.C. 23 March 1918 p. 267
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more than a few hours, such was the demand. The Times, surveying
public 1libraries nationwide in 1917, said the reading boom was
'attributable to the fact that people seek distraction from the worry
of the times in the reading of works of imagination’.” The newspaper
also cited restrictions imposed on other leisure activities during
the war as a reason for the 'distinct revival in reading’:

The civilian population at home have had much

more money to spend than before and fewer ways

of spending it. There were no longer any cheap

tickets to tempt people to travel, and the dark

streets made them disinclined to venture out

again after they had once found their way home.

The result was that the new quietness of the

evenings and the Sundays provided a harvest for

the booksellers. 8

This was probably important in promoting reading during both world

wars.

The Second World War sanctioned a similar boom in reading
and this is better documented than for the First. The strong
participation in reading by the lower-middle and working classes,
illustrated by the success of the tuppenny libraries during the
1930s, was intensified after 1939 for the same reasons as it had
during the First World War: escapism, and a lack of alternative

leisure activities. The trade journals documented the surge in light

7 'Reading and War Worry’, The Times 12 April 1917 p. 8

8 Quoted in P.C. 12 August 1916 p. 147. Fifteen years later the
P.C. gave a similar explanation for the growth of reading at the
height of the depression. 1930 was the most prolific year to date in
the history of British publishing. 'In recent years there has been
an amazing increase in the amount of reading done by the general
public. It may be said with truth that the ordinary man or woman is
now discovering that books are one of the cheapest and most
satisfying forms of interest and amusement’, the P.C. reported in
1931. ’If the economic blizzard has caused much evil, it may be put
to its credit that it has driven thousands of potential readers
indoors to the fireside and the book'. (26 December 1931 p. 793)
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fiction. 1In 1939 the Publishers’ Circular surveyed publishing houses

and remarked, °'the great British book-buying public are evidently
like Mr. Goldsack’s soldiers - choosing the lighter books these dark
days, and leaving the heavier ones for future happier times and
occasions’.® Christina Foyle, of the London booksellers, described
the wartime book market by 1942:

There’s been a tremendous boom in books...

There’s been nothing like it, even in the last

war. It’'s easily explainable of course - books

aren’t rationed, there’s no purchase tax, and

they don't require coupons, and -then people

have so much more time for reading than they

used to have, with troops stationed in lonely

places where books are the only things to amuse

themselves with, with people unable to go away

for holidays or to travel much locally, and

with the black-out evenings. 2o
She added that the boom was not confined to one type of book, but
that ‘~everything under the sun’ was selling well. The weekly
magazines which survived initial paper cuts also sold well, shrugging

off the gradual decline in this market between the wars - and showing

that anything would sell.

Surveys conducted by Gallup and by Mass-Observation
indicate that measured percentage levels of reading were either
maintained or increased during and after the Second World War. A
1942 inquiry by Mass-Observation of over 10,000 people nationwide
found that 40 percent of men and 40 percent of women said they read

'a lot’; two years later these figures had increased to 59 and 56

9 P.C. 9 December 1939 p. 577

10 M-O 'Reading’ Box 6 File C (12 June 1942); C.M.
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percent.** Figures referred to the reading of books, magazines and
newspapers. A Gallup Poll published in February 1940 determined that
62 percent of the adult public (estimated at 19,840,000) was reading
books; 38 percent were not (12,160,000).*2 Four later polls
illustrate that the level of reading declined after the war, then
recovered:

'Do you happen to be reading a novel or
other book at the moment?’

Jan. Sep. Nov. Dec.
1941 1946 1947 1949

YES 512 452 452 552
NO 49 55 55 45

The recovery illustrated by 1949 was probably caused by the end of
paper rationing, and the appearance of greater numbers of books and
magazines. As explained by the deputy public 1librarian in
Portsmouth, reading habits, though strengthened by war, could be
disrupted by peace:

All figures point to the fact that reading is

not only well maintained in war-time, but

actually increases while population and

libraries remain intact. When the population
are no longer there, then, and only then, do

figures decrease. This fact is important,
since the figures of issue do not alone
reveal it. 12

11 Mass-Observation, Report on Books and the Public: A Study of
Buying, Borrowing, Keeping, Selecting, Remembering, Giving, and
Reading BOOKS, File Report 1332 (2 July 1942), pp. 8, 11; M-0 File
Report 2018, p. 1

12 It is interesting to compare the Gallup population totals with
those announced in an address to the Library Association annual
conference in 1931. As reported by The Times, °'This was, of course,
a reading age. It had been estimated that 17,000,000 persons read on
an average twelve novels each & year. Some read at least 150, thus
bringing up the average’. (1 September 1931 p. 14)

13 M-0 'Town and District’ Box 17 File D (August 1941) p. 18
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Such disruption could also explain why reading levels declined
between 1940 and 1941; as the public librarian in Stepney explained:
"The public simply isn't reading. That’s all. They don’t want to
make themselves responsible for the books, I think...Not since the
trouble - there’s been some very heavy bombing in this district, you
see’.*“ Once the general public adjusted to the situation, however,
borrowing was brisk again. The librarian in Canterbury recorded a 20
percent increase in fiction borrowing early in 1940, and commented
how borrowing habits had changed:

Formerly, we were fairly slack in the day-

time, and very busy from 5-7 p.m. (we close at

7 p.m. even before the war). Now it is the

other way round. We get slight queues early in

the morning, decided —congestion in the

afternoon, and immediately the black-out

screens go up, miraculous peace and quiet.
The black-out was one of the greatest promoters of the reading habit.
A Boots ad during the war proclaimed, ’ONE BLACK-OUT BENEFIT! More
time for READING! Long winter evenings at home means lots more
leisure for reading. Join Boots BOOKLOVERS LIBRARY’.2% One Fulham
man admitted that the war had affected his taste in reading:

I like Crime, Murder stories. Stories with

excitement in them...The Madonna of the

Sleeping Cars (by) M. Dekobra; The Crooked

Hinge (by) J.D. Carr. Looks as if there’d be a
murder - it would be gripping...I got used to

14 M/50/B, M-O 'Reading’ Box 3 File G (14 September 1940); N.M.
15 M-O ’Reading’ Box 3 File D (30 January 1940), p. 1

16 John Johnson Collection, Bodleian Library ('Book Clubs' Box 2).
The Publishers’ Circular, in a leading article in 1940, noted that
because of the black-out 'light’ reading had supplanted the wireless
in many homes as the main source of leisure. ’'The wireless is often
in use only for news, being switched off at other times so that the
wailing of the sirens cannot be missed. Then a book provides just
the relaxation required, and if it becomes necessary to take cover,
the enforced inactivity can be profitably employed’. (5 October 1940
p. 185)
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being awake when the blitz was on - I've kept
it on. I read in bed a lot. 1z

The size and complexion of the reading public in general
did not change appreciably during this period. The evidence suggests
that those already addicted to the reading habit read at least as
much, and possibly more. Conversely, those less interested probably
continued to avoid reading. The most significant change in the
reading public was the introduction of the new ’leisured class’.
This group, drawn significantly from the lower-middle and working
classes, was comprised of men and women who were compelled, either by
war or the depression, to accept a larger amount of leisure time than
normal. These included the mass of the unemployed, who made good use
of the public 1libraries, and (in wartime) men and women in the
Forces, evacuees in the provinces, and Civil Defence workers. Of the
latter, for example, Mass-Observation recorded during the Second
World War that voluntary workers ‘have plenty of spare time, but
cannot use it in peace-time ways because they have to stay at their
posts. Reading is the most unobtrusive, most easily-put-away method
of wusing their spare time’.2® Long hours spent in underground
shelters also encouraged reading:

Librarians have often been asked lately for

something to read in the shelter. They think

people are settling down to  their nocturnal

dwellings and are providing light good enough

to read or work by instead of just enough to

see what they were doing. At least one

librarian attributes this only [to] the speed
with which people return books. e

17 M/25/D, M-0O 'Reading’ Box &4 File A (29 April 1942)
18 M-0 File Report 2018, p. 3

19 M-0 ’Air Raids’ Box 7 File D (18 October 1940); J.S.
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The increased reading activity of the new leisured class would not
only have enhanced the market for popular fiction in wartime, but

also would have promoted a continuance of such reading in peace.

Reading in the Armed Forces during each war was
predictably 1light and low-brow, with books passed around eagerly.
Demand was high; according to one observer, soldiers read
*insatiably’ and prisoners-of-war were as grateful for books as for
food.z2° During the First World War Camps’® Library shipped 70,000
books and magazines weekly to France and the Dardanelles, and 170,000
to camps in England. 'Light’ reading was preferred and public
appeals were made for old novels.2* In fact, °’classics’' by such
authors as Jane Austen and Charles Dickens were revived during both
wars, particularly among the troops.22 1In 1917 the novelist Beatrice
Harraden surveyed wounded °’'Tommies’ and found their favorite authors
to be Nat Gould, Charles Garvice and E. Phillips Oppenheim. She
defended their low-brow tastes:

Our wounded warriors have surely earned the

right to amuse themselves with the books that

please them most, and to be free from the kind

of officious pedantry that would seek to thrust
upon them literature of a class and type for

20 Wilson Midgeley, °'Reading in Wartime', John O’London’s Weekly 4
June 1943 pp. 81-82

21 P.C. 13 November 1915 p. 494

22 One possible reason for such popularity was the longing for a
gentler, ’pre-Armageddon’ age. During the First World War, one
soldier returned from Egypt and the Dardanelles reported that the
favorite author at the front was Charles Dickens. Midgeley in 1943
described Jane Austen’s appeal: ‘Austen’s constant gleam became a
small flame, and helped to cool some of our distempers, when we
realised that it was written in the throes of the Napoleonic War’.
(Midgeley, pp. 81-82)
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which they have, as they themselves would say,
'no use.’ 22

The increase in reading by the Forces during the First World War gave
the publishing industry cause for optimism. The Times attributed the
general revival in reading to the influence of the troops. Three
factors promoted their reading: the monotony of war which gave
soldiers more spare time to read; the new modern army, which unlike
the old regular army was made up of men who were used to reading; and
the large number of convalescents, which translated into more
readers.?4 °'The war has increased reading among the English public
40 percent’, John Buchan explained in 1927. ‘'Lots of the new reading
class started the habit in hospitals, others because they found books
cheap and plentiful when other entertainments were dear and

scarce’.2%

Reports filed during the Second World War indicated that
detective novels and sex stories, especially those imported from
America, were most popular among troops, although Oppenheim, William
le Queux, and H.G. Wells were cited as favorite authors in one
survey. 'Soldiers are at times escapist, like anyone else. Some
read because it is their life’s habit, others to forget the war’, one

observer noted.2¢ According to the Daily Express, soldiers only

wanted thrillers: °'The gorier the better, the highest-browed being

23 B. June 1917 p. 251
24 P.C. 12 August 1916 p. 147

25 Quoted in The Book Window (W.H. Smith) Christmas 1927 p. 97

26 Frank Buckland, °'What We Read in the Army’, John O'London’s

Weekly 31 December 1943 pp. 121-122
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about the level of, say. Agatha Christie’.2? Romantic novels were
also popular: a sergeant stationed with the army in Italy got ’'the
surprise of my life’ when he discovered the demand among his men for
novels by Annie S. Swan. 'Which all goes to show - something or
other. T suppose it means the lads out here have their weak moments.
But Annie S. Swan, I ask youl'z2e On the other hand, J.M. Dent
reported in 1941 that sales of Everyman novels to the Forces had
increased, an indication, according to the publisher, that men liked
to mix their reading between humour, thrillers and the classics. A
Mass-Observer who spent three months at an Army Hospital in County
Durham noted that the amount of reading varied with the atmosphere of
the company, its workload and spare time available to soldiers. 1In
general, conditions which made concentration difficult promoted the
reading of light fiction and especially quasi-pornographic magazines,
which were easier to read than books without pictures, and perhaps
more pleasurable. A Royal Army Medical Corps Officer remarked:

I don't think men find the ability to

concentrate on anything very much, even the

more educated men. Being in the army seems to

have that peculiar effect on most men. [They]

want something wvery light, and slightly

pornographic, to relieve them, something they

can enjoy almost without being consciously

reading. I feel it's a form of escape, from a

job  which is usually uncongenial, in
surroundings away from home. 29

27 Quoted in B. 7 March 1940 p. 307
28 P.C. 17 June 1944 pp. 347-348

29 M/40/A, M-O ’'Reading’ Box 7 File A (11 June 1942); H.N. 1In 1942
the Archbishop of Glasgow launched a campaign against newsagents who
stocked what he labelled ’'foul and corrupting’ pornographic novels.
According to Wm. Holmes ard Co. Ltd., wholesale newsagents in
Glasgow: ’About 70 percent. of cheap novels are sold to men in the
Forces passing through railway stations...We refused to stock them,
but retailers were being pressed for them by the public, so we had to
give way. There has been a terrific demand’. (Daily Express 18 March
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Among the most popular pornographic publications were imports from
America. A grievance of British publishers during the war was the
appearance in increasing numbers of American novels and magazines,
usually distinguishable for their racy covers and bolder content.
They were very popular; one war worker explained: 'At work the girls
get the American magazines and they pass them round. We all like
them better, the stories in them are more daring, they've got more
sauce in them’.2° The redesign of John Bull in 1946, in colour,
appealed to one soldier, °'It’s much better, colour appeals to people
more than black and white, that’s why American magazines are so

popular’.3*

There is some evidence as to what the ’'new reading public’
spent on its reading. Surveys suggest that during the 1930s as much
as two shillings was spent each week by the ’average’ family on
reading matter. 1In 1934, for example, the average weekly expenditure
per family on leisure activities was divided between four shillings
on smoking, 2s.6d. on ’entertainments’ and two shillings on reading
matter, a considerable amount as magazines could be bought and books
borrowed for as little as 2d.22 A Ministry of Labour inquiry into

the cost of living, compiled in 1938, contluded that of working-class

1942 [Scrapbook of Newspaper Cuttings, John Menzies plc archives,
Edinburgh})

30 F/25/D, M-0 'Reading’ Box 8 File C (14 July 1943); L.B.

31 M/25/C, M-O 'Posters’ Box S5 File A (Victoria, London, 27 February
1946); H.W.

32 Harrison and Mitchell, The Home Market (London, 1936), pp. 90-91.
The average annual budget per family was set at £330, described as
typical of ’an average small lower middle class family’.
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families with an income of £250 per annum or less, the average weekly
expenditure per head on books, stationery, pens and pencils was 2.3
pence per week, and on newspapers and periodicals one shilling. The
latter figure, if spent exclusively on library borrowing or at the
newsagent, could have been spent on, for example, three 2d. library
books and three 2d. magazines in a given week. The Publishers’
Circular, faced with a sluggish retail market for books, was
encouraged by these last figures: ’The information does provide
conclusive evidence that the working classes do read, and that in
pennies and tuppennies they spend millions a year in satisfying their

hunger for knowledge and relaxation’.?»3

We also have some evidence about the level of reading
activity, and the number of readers. In 1929 Walter J. Magenis was
struck by the fact that the working class was quite prepared to spend
something of its meagre wages on borrowing books. *The worker is
quite proud to be seen carrying home, for the use of himself and
family, two or three books from the circulating library to which he
is a subscriber’.2+ The popularity of reading among these classes
was noted in the Merseyside social survey, which concluded that 64
percent of Class °'C’ men and 70 percent of Class 'C’ women read

fiction in any particular week.®*® 1In 1947 the Hulton Readership

33 Cecil Palmer, 'The Working Classes and Books’, P.C 15 February
1941 pp. 93-94. Palmer added that ’'the £5 a week wage-earner is a
rarer bird than the one who earns fifty shillings a week’ and
wondered what their weekly spending was.

34 Walter J. Magenis, °'Changes Have Taken Place’, P.C. 5 October
1929 p. 427

35 D. Caradog Jones (ed), The Social Survey of Merseyside III
(London, 1934), p. 275. 0ddly, ‘'Newspapers’ were included under
*Fiction’. The survey cited the Sunday newspaper and magazines
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Survey estimated that 68.5 percent of working-class men read at least
one magazine a week; 19.8 percent read three or more. Among working-
class women, 61.9 percent read general weekly magazines, 51.1 percent
women’s magazines, and 33.2 percent monthlies.=®s What people read

most, however, were newspapers, in particular the News of the World,

Daily Express, and The People. Similar conclusions were also

attained in the 1940s by Mass-Observation, and by Gallup. A Gallup
Poll in February 1940 concluded that 75 percent of ‘higher income’
groups read books, and 58 percent of ’'lower incomes’, presumably

magazines as well as books.

Perhaps predictably, reading was popular among the
unemployed. In 1938 the Pilgrim Trust, in noting the prevalence of
reading among jobless men, discovered that the newsagent’'s shop was
the source of escapist reading matter, instead of the public library.
'They escape into an imaginary world by buying, as a Deptford
newsagent said, "magazines to forget their troubles"...twopenny
magazines with stories, bad of their kind, of schoolboy adventures,
pirates, buffalo ranches and highwaymen’, and sport and betting,
according to the report.3®? Similarly, the Carnegie U.K. Trust’s
survey of jobless men aged 18-21 in Glasgow, Cardiff and Liverpool in

1943 concluded that, although the cinema was the most popular leisure

(including American ones) as very popular among poorer families.

36 J.W. Hobson and H. Henry (compilers), The Hulton Readership
Survey (London, 1947), p. 22. The size of the survey sample was
10,000, equally distributed by age, sex and class.

37 The Pilgrim Trust, Men Without Work (Cambridge, 1938), pp. 294-
296
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activity (80%), reading was recognized as the ’main interest’

(457) .2

Those outside the working classes, to the extent that
their evidence is reliable, were confident that there was a ’new
reading public-’. One of the results of the First World War,

according to the Publishers’ Circular, was the marked increase in

novel-reading by both the middle and working classes. °'They have no
taste in literature, but the sale of cheap editions to them is
enormous’,3® it noted, adding that ultimately the librarian and not
the bookseller would reap the benefits. In 1932 Q.D. Leavis was
struck by the activity of what she called ’'tuppenny dram shops’:

In suburban side-streets and even village shops

it is common to find a stock of worn and greasy

novels let out at 2d. or 3d. a volume; and it

is surprising that a clientele drawn from the

poorest class can afford to change the books

several times a week, or even daily; but so

strong is the reading habit that they do. 4o
Geoffrey Grigson in the Bookseller characterised tuppenny library
users as 'a public which I think we shall all agree does not consist
of people who were reading books before but of those whose reading
had been confined chiefly to newspapers and magazines’,** i.e. the
working class. Indeed, reading habits were often divided along

class lines. In 1942 Mass-Observation investigated public library

usage in the Swansea area. Whereas readers in Sketty, Mumbles and

38 Disinherited Youth: A Report on the 18+ Apge Group Enquiry
Prepared for the Trustees of the Carnegie U.K. Trust (Edinburgh,

39 Trevor, p. 535
40 Leavis, p. 7

41 Grigson, pp. 286-287
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Dystimouth (’middle-class suburbs’) preferred travel books, ’'novels’
(high-brow) and non-fiction, readers in St. Thomas, a ’dock and
industrial working-class district’, preferred 'nearly all fiction.
Cowboy stuff, thrillers, love stories, adventure. Nothing else goes
there’.“? Another Mass-Observer, upon completing an exhaustive (and
exhausting) series of interviews in 1943, divided the reading public
up as follows:
A class doesn’'t read at all (or else it reads

Das Kapital)
B class: highbrow, technical

C class hasn’t got the leisure
D class reads, and lives, for pleasure
(The higher you are the harder you fall) “3

According to contemporaries interest in romantic,
detective and crime fiction remained strong during this period. 1In

1921 The Daily Telegraph, accounting for the ’phenomenon’ of

increased novel publishing in Britain, identified the romantic novel
as a boom industry: ’One thing must be true - there must exist a very
large body of readers who swallow down anything in the shape of
romance, however badly it is written and faultily constructed’.#* 1In
1922 The Times, commenting on popular fiction, reported, ’'Every age

has its literary rest-cures, and the present age flies to detective

42 M-0 ’'Reading’ Box 5 File E (1 June 1942); E.T.
43 M-0 ’Reading’ Box 8 File C (1943), p. 1; A.E.R.

44 The Daily Telegraph 7 January 1921, quoted in P.C. 15 January
1921 p. 41. The Telegraph suspected that, given the large number of
romances published, authors either were paying costs themselves, or
publishers backed the promising ones with an eye on profits. Large
sales meant that ’'so long as this lack of discrimination continues,
so long will the libraries supply with both hands average books for
an average public’.
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stories’,+s By 1939 Cecil Palmer was prompted to identify thrillers
as 'Everyman’'s Fiction’, given their universal popular appeal:

The thriller provides a ready-made escape from
the tempo and temperature of the age in which
we live...It assuages the bitternesses of ugly
reality with the sweetnesses of lovely romance.
The thriller thrills, and in these three simple
words we have expressed the fundamental truth
concerning Everyman's fiction. “e

Similarly, an assistant in the Hammersmith branch of the Boots
Booklovers Library commented in 1947, °The majority like a thriller
and light novels, you know, love stuff. It’s surprising how many
people do read the light stuff: it's the times - they don’t want

anything deep’.4?

The reception given by all classes to detective fiction
was an intriguing phenomenon. C. Day Lewis, a prolific detective
writer as °’Nicholas Blake’, claimed that all classes and political
views ’join hands over a corpse. One touch of bloodshed, it seems,
makes the whole world kin’.%® The popularity of detective novels
remained great even after the Second World War, perhaps as a result
of the cinema. A Gallup Poll in October 1950 found that 48 percent
of respondents had read detective fiction; of these, nearly a quarter
confessed to reading such fiction frequently. When questioned
further, favorite authors included Wallace (14%), Conan Doyle (102)

and Agatha Christie (72).

45 The Times 8 February 1922 p. 8

46 Cecil Palmer, °'The Thriller is Everyman's Fiction’, P.C. 30
September 1939 p. 330

47 M-0 'Reading’ Box 10 File F (20 February 1947); M.M.

48 Nicholas Blake, ’'Detective Stories and Happy Families’, B. 13
March 1935 p. 268
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Equally, three readership surveys suggest that the large
ma jority of popular magazine readers in Britain came from the lower-

middle and working classes. Press Circulations Analysed (1928),

Investigated Press Circulations (1932) and the Hulton Readership

Surveys (1947-1953) were each conducted to provide the advertiser
with information, during a period when market research was still in
its infancy, and audited circulation figures were even rarer. Given
the small amount of advertising in boys’ and girls’ magazines, none
of them was included in these analyses. In each case, the probable
readership of a periodical was displayed in terms of class and
region. Leaving aside daily and Sunday newspapers, the weekly
magazines with the highest percentage of lower-middle and working-
class readers (amounting to at least 50 percent of the total number)

were as follows (listed in order of popularity):

General Interest Women
1928 John Bull Home Notes
Answers Home Chat
Pearson’s Weekly Woman's Weekly
1932 John Bull Woman’s Weekly
Radio Times Woman's World
Tit-Bits Red Letter
1947 Radio Times Woman's Own
Picture Post Woman
Everybody's - Woman's Weekly

We should particularly notice in these listings that, with the

exception of Red Letter, John Bull, Tit-Bits and Answers, all these

magazines were ‘’'middle-class’ publications, and yet, the core of
their readership was not from this class - a fact which almost

certainly had social implications.
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II

We have seen that with the commercialization of literature
and the introduction of commodity-style publishing techniques after
the First World War, greater attention was paid to the ’look’ of a
publication: marketing gimmicks such as colourful dust wrappers and
bolder advertising. To what extent were members of the ’'new reading
public’ particularly susceptible to such stimuli in the selection of
a novel or magazine? As with reading habits it is striking how

little patterns of selection appear to have changed over time.

During the 1940s Mass-Observation identified factors of
selection which were ’unique’ to working-class readers. For example,
it was estimated that only one-tenth of working-class readers
attached importance to the author’s name in selecting a book; a
ma jority would commonly read several books by the same author without
realizing it. Most readers were conservative and uncomfortable in
experimenting with different authors and types of books. *People
stick to their own type, and have prejudices in some cases against
other types. If you give people short stories, said a librarian,-
"they look at you as though you had given them margarine instead of
butter."’4® Often a reader left the choice of a new book or magazine
to the librarian or newsagent, who was trusted to be familiar with

the reader’s tastes. Stephen Mogridge, who ran a lending library in

49 Kathleen Box, 'Selection and Taste in Book Reading’, M-0 File
Report 48 (March 1940), p. 31
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a southern English village after the Second World War, remarked that
'80Z of my customers are incapable of choosing a book for themselves.
I suppose this reflects a lack of interest in life. They suffer from
boredom’.=° In the 1930s John Osborne’s grandmother shunned the
public library, dispatching her husband instead regularly to the
local tuppenny library. Although the implication was that her tastes
were special, even refined,

[the] truth was that she thought her husband

incapable of even choosing a book for her

whereas at the twopenny library they know, of

course: Ethel M. Dell, Netta Muskett and, that

pre-war Dickens of them all, read and re-read

again, Warwick Deeping. s
The average time spent in choosing a book from a tuppenny library,

according to Mass-Observation, was five minutes, which was ’far

lower’ than for public library users.=®2

Production values did have an influence, however. In
1942, 400 people were asked if they were affected by the ’'look’ of a
book. Of Class B readers, 32 percent said they were; Class C, 47
percent; and Class D, a remarkable 73 percent. The ’look’ of a book
usually meant the type of jacket; blue was the most popular colour.
'I'd go for a nice blue or red cover; it looks more attractive than
the duller ones’, said one woman.>52 An interesting drawing,

preferably depicting a romantic or amusing scene, was also a plus:

50 Stephen Mogridge, Talking Shop (London, 1949), p. 85

51 John Osborne, A Better Class of Person (London, 1981). p. 46

52 M-0 File Report 1332 p. 70f. Although books were chosen quickly,
working=-class women tended to spend more time chatting with each
other and the assistants. '2d. libraries are thus much more of a
social centre than any other type’, M-O concluded.

53 F/50/D, M-O File Report 1332 p. 140
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Best laugh I ever had was a thing I got in
Woolworths, no I don’t remember its name but it
had a girl with legs on the cover and a bloke
looking through a window. I thought, that’s a
bit of all right, and it was. I never finished
it though, had to hide it from the missus, and
never found it again, oh but it was funny.
(M/45/C) a

The proprietor of Mitchell’s 2d. Library in Fulham commented in 1940:
'It’s very strange. The person who is a reader selects often
according to the author. The person who isn’'t selects according to
the luridness of the jacket. It needn’'t indicate anything about the
contents of the book’.=®= Good printing was also a concern, as was

cleanliness:

I've no fads, yet all the same I don’t like a
shabby book - one that looks as if the bacon
fat was poured over it. (M/50/C)

I always look at a book; and it must be clean-
very strongly; if I pick up a book and find a
grub in it I drop it like a red hot brick.
(F/50/B) se

The physical weight of books was taken into account (too heavy to
carry home, too hard to hold while reading in bed) as well as the
size; shorter novels that could be read quickly were favoured over

long involved volumes.

I hate a book about a lot of people - I always
forget which one I’'ve to think of. I never
choose a big book, it’s much too heavy to carry
around with you. I like books what I call easy
reading - that is, big print, and not too
crowded looking on the page. (F/25]C) sz

54 M-0 ‘'Reading’ Box 8 File C (Notting Hill Gate, 9/10 September
1943); T.H.

55 M-O 'Reading’ Box 3 File A (Fulham Road, 8 February 1940); K.B.

56 M-0 File Report 1332 p. 156; M-O ’'Reading” Box &4 File A
(Marylebone, 17 May 1942); C.M.

57 'Pretty typist type’, M-O 'Reading’ Box 8 File C (14 July 1943);
L.B.
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Some readers would rely upon the frequency of issues of a book from
the library as a guide in choosing a novel (the tuppenny libraries
usually date-stamped their books on the inside front cover). One
woman from Marylebone commented, 'I just look at the front page where
the date stamps are marked and if there’'s a lot of dates on it, then
a lot of people must have read it, and so it must be a good book’.=2
Similarly, during the 1930s 'Book of the Month' selections were
introduced in the daily newspapers to call attention to the ’best’ in
light reading. Although these were probably based not on critical
acclaim but on the suggestion of publishers, they nonetheless did

generate important publicity.s®

On the other hand, there was also the lure of novelty.
Mogridge claimed that many of his customers had a hankering for the
newest and the latest. 'Whatever the customer wants - crime,
romance, cowboy. highbrow novels, biographies - the demand is for a
new book. There is an obsession that anything over six months old is
out of date and not worth reading’. His average reader took two
books a week, although the book-a-day customer was quite common:

The fashion in reading now is quick and

superficial. Fostered by the libraries, the

habit of reading a book as fast as possible and
then discarding it for ever 1is firmly

58 F/70/D, M-0 ’Reading’ Box 4 File A (8 April 1942); R.C.C.

59 Mary Burchell, one of the most prolific authors of Mills and Boon
romances, recalled her thrill when her second novel, Call - And I°’ll
Come, was chosen the ’'Daily Mirror Romantic Book of the Month' during
1937. She did understand, however, the nature of the award. °'I did
realize the Daily Mirror was not quite the top. And I remember
Charles Boon said to me, "My boy Alan worked very hard for that". I
was terribly impressed, you know’. (Burchell was interviewed on 18
June 1986)
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established. Time is now so crowded. The
quiet lawns of literature are trampled by
impatient feet. so

The susceptibility to the stimuli outlined above was
probably engendered by the way these classes regarded the care and
possession of books and magazines. According to Mass-Observation,
working-class readers had a unique attitude towards books:

D's have on the whole no feeling of

acquisitiveness, pleasure in possessing books.

They share and pass round their magazines and

'real®’ books, without expecting their return,

or worrying very much where they came from or

whence they go. 61
Among the reasons cited for such behaviour were the reluctance to
spend money to buy good quality books, high usage of 1lending
libraries, and the large percentage of magazine and cheap light
romance reading. One reader, a postal worker, remarked: 'I don't buy
many books. Occasionally we buy the sixpenny ones, and after it’s
read, it goes to the Forces reading’.®2 Given the expense of quality
texts, it is not surprising that books were not purchased by this

class, but borrowed instead. The omnivorous readers of an

industrial town surveyed by the Bookseller in 1941 were not book

60 Mogridge, pp. 90; 183
61 M-O0 File Report 1332 p. 115

62 F/45/D, M-0 °’Reading’ Box 6 File B (London W.10, 20 May 1942);
L.B. Given paper rationing during and after the Second World War it
is not surprising that purchases of books and magazines were small,
and reading matter was shared. A 1946 survey of John Bull readers
estimated the average number of readers per issue as 2.2. Over 50
percent said their copy was passed on; among destinations were ’Sent
to son in Burma’, ’'Sent on to a WREN’, °'It goes next door’ and
'Passed it on at work: three fellows read it regularly’.
Consequently, sales figures are traditionally regarded by the
industry as much lower than actual readership figures. (Mass-
Observation, 'Report on John Bull in Colour’, M-0 File Reports 2364-
2366 [9,13,15 March 1946]})
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buyers but instead active borrowers: ‘People buy few books because
they consider them luxuries: when it is a choice between books and
butter, between Shakespeare and bacon, necessity becomes the mother
of abstention’.%®* But when books were bought by the working class
these generally were reference and picture books which were highly
prized and passed down, as a 1947 investigation conducted for Penguin
Books by Mass-Observation into libraries in working-class homes
discovered. 'Cloth books have far more prestige attached to them
than paper books among people who have not acquired the reading habit
and who are therefore impressed by contents rather than
appearance’.s* In Osborne’s Fulham home in the 1930s, the only
'permanent’ books (magazines and ’'books’, presumably novels, were

cleared away when read) were The Doctor’'s Book, Angel Pavement by

J.B. Priestley, Contraception by Marie Stopes, and The Boy’s Own

Annual, 1908-1915, collected and re-read by Osborne’s father.®s A
housewife in Muswell Hill, London, in 1942, revealed the contents of
the one bookshelf in the home to a Mass-Observer:

These leather books were given to my husband at
school. We've filled the others up here and
there. Mostly in Smith’s bookshops and usually
at bargain prices...(Cooper’'s The Deerslayer)-
I picked that up at a bookstall - I thought it
was going to be interesting, but it’s not. I
like thrillers - Not at Night is lovely - all
about horrors. 66

63 Bernard Lennon, ’'Books in an industrial town’, B. 9 January 1941
pp. 26-28. The 'industrial town’' was not named but was described as
'large enough to return one Member of Parliament’.

64 M-O File Report 2545 p. 130

65 Osborne, p. 65

66 F/25/C (married to a building tradesman), M-0 ‘'Reading’ Box 6
File B (17 May 1942); M.S. A similar study of a Sheffield household

(Father, clerk, mother, housewife, two girls aged 10 and 8) described
a library containing some 80 novels, all light fiction including
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This ‘'bookless’ characteristic of working-class homes was
regularly blamed by critics for engendering a fondness for inferior
fiction. 1In 1929 Stanley L. Unwin claimed that ’the real problem’ in
the book trade was not overproduction but underconsumption and
insufficient sales. 'Most people have not yet learned to regard
books as a necessity. They will beg them, they will borrow them,
they will do everything, in fact, but buy them.’ 1In Unwin’'s opinion,
dynamic efforts were needed to encourage the ’'new reading public’
which was growing up all around them.®” Similarly, Fred Easton in
1935 urged retailers to embark on a national campaign with teachers
and educational authorities on the message, 'A bookshelf is as
essential as a cupboard’.®® But 'commodity’® publishing, as we have
seen, did not encourage this; rather it highlighted the disposable
quality of cheap books. According to Raymond Irwin, the decline of
the domestic library in British homes was a twentieth-century
phenomenon:

Those who go about with their eyes open must

surely have noted how many homes today are

apparently bookless. Moreover, the word 'book’

itself is commonly misused for things that are

not books at all, but popular magazines that

are never regarded as permanent possessions,

and are discarded when the next number arrives.

Good or bad, such things are not the stuff of
which the domestic library is built. One

Edgar Wallace, Rafael Sabatini, E. Phillips Oppenheim and Denise
Robins. (Panelist und.l, M-O 'Reading’ Box 6 File A [26 May 1942])

67 Stanley Unwin, The Truth about Publishing (London, 1929) pp. 57-
58

68 Fred Easton, ’Capture the Book Trade! Don’'t Blame Others - Act
Yourself', National Newsapgent, Bookseller, Stationer and Fancy
Trades’ Journal 23 March 1935 p. 1
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Friday recently I stood for a few moments in a
newsagent's shop in a small Midland town,
watching one woman after another come in with

her weekly order of ’books’ for the family-
eight or ten titles scribbled on a sheet of
paper. This particular town had no true
bookshop, nor had it a very satisfactory
library, though I am doubtful whether this

would have made much difference. e®

It was partly because of the way that many working people
read that the type of fiction published and chosen was simple.
Working women in factories, for example, were fond of the ’'blood and
thunder’ pulp magazines which were exciting to read and, more
importantly, easy to start and stop. ’'The tastes of the working-girl
reader incline to the adventurous and romantic. She wants something
that is not wordy and will hold her attention®’, The Times reported in
1917.7° Mass-Observation recorded the ’phenomenon’ of ’scattered
reading® before and during the Second World War. Regular times for
reading, it was claimed, were rarely set aside. Rather, reading was
observed in public transport, at work, during mealtimes, in bed-
whenever there were a few spare moments. Reading at mealtimes was
especially common; many were observed in Lyons Teashops in London.?>
'The newspaper serial is good for "scattered" reading but for most

people the comic strip is even better’, Mass-Observation noted.

69 Raymond Irwin (Director, School of Librarianship and Archives,
University College London), °'The English Domestic Library in the
Nineteenth Century’, The Library Association Record 56 (October
1954), p. 388

70 'Working-Girls’ Reading’, The Times 7 August 1917 p. 9

71 See especially M-O 'Reading’ Box 5 File B (1942). These accounts
are minutely detailed and wonderfully evocative ('...3 pm looked up
at clock - gazed at reflection in wall mirror - fiddled with hair and
scarf - back to book...')
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'Eyes and mind must be occupied but not strained’.”’2 One reader

during the war justified her choice of The Way of an Eagle by Ethel

M. Dell in this way: °'I like something like - you know - something
you can get into quickly - especially these days - when you couldn’t
possibly be a long while getting to the point’.”® 1Indeed, during the
war and the blackout, as we have seen, the amount of reading done at
home, not surprisingly, increased, and ’scattered reading’ may have
declined. In 1944 Mass-Observation determined that 73 percent of
people did their reading at home in the evening, and only 12 percent
while travelling. Hence, housewives were probably the most dedicated
and consistent section of the reading public, as they could vary

their reading to suit their work.74

Finally, the selection of fiction by the reading public
was influenced by the cinema. As we have seen, its increasing
popularity and frequent treatment of the thriller and the love story
did not detract from the popular fiction market, but enhanced it. 1In
fact, in Bournemouth, the Daily Echo placed the cinema next to
blackout regulations as responsible for that city’'s visible revival
of reading during the Second World War.?S Grigson in 1935 noted the
strong influence of the cinema upon tuppenny library users:

A new public, a cinema-going public, wants to

read nothing but novels, and only those which

are 'hot huddles of sensation’. The huddle
that is hottest and most sensational, providing

72 M-0 'Reading’ Box 1 File A (1937), p. 3
73 F/50/C, M-O0 ’'Reading’ Box 3 File A (Fulham, 1940)
74 M-0 File Report 2018 p. 20

75 The Daily Echo (Bournemouth) 2 March 1940, quoted in M-0
'Reading’ Box 3 File A
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that such qualities are effective but decently
draped, will be this or that Book of the Month
or ‘recommendation’; and this mass public
without traditions of book-buying or book-

owning will at once swarm into the libraries in
search of it. 7e

Similarly, Mass-Observation noted that the ’'book of the film’ was
particularly coveted by the lower-middle and working classes:

The most frequently bought fiction books,
especially by C and D class people, are
definitely those which have been filmed, 1like
'Hatter’'s Castle’, 'The Grapes of Wrath’, 'Love
on the Dole’, 'Rebecca’, ’'North West Passage’,
'Gone with the Wind’, etc. Here again we come
to the souvenir and permanent value of the
book. Having seen a film, people like to keep
it in some permanent form by buying the book. 77

Although at least one reader was not happy with her ’souvenir’;

having seen Gone With the Wind, she ’rushed straight out and bought

it afterwards. I was rather disappointed in the book to tell you the

truth...’?e

III

Which kinds of light fiction did the 'new reading public’
choose most often? Who emerged as favorite authors? Given the
uniquely ’popular’ nature of the tuppenny libraries, analyses of
their book stocks can help to answer these questions. Figure 3-1

compares the findings of two such surveys of 'busy’ establishments,

76 Grigson, p. 286
77 M-0 File Report 1332 p. 59

78 F/25/B, M-0 ’'Reading’ Box 8 File C (Notting Hill Gate, 9/10
September 1943); T.H.
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with the contemporary catalogue of Mudie's Library. Only the authors
listed were mentioned in the tuppenny library surveys. The
preference for thrillers (notably Edgar Wallace) and romantic novels

is especially evident. Surprisingly, Mudie’s matched or exceeded the
2d. library totals (notably Ruby M. Ayres). an indication of either
the broad-based appeal of these authors, or the automatic stocking of
all titles by Mudie’s, or (most likely) the number of former tuppenny
library users who now subscribed to Mudie’s, which had lowered its
rates (alongside Boots and W.H. Smith) in the 1930s in a response to

the 2d. competition.

A body of material related to the tuppenny libraries is
also of wuse here. In 1925 a W.H. Smith employee wrote to the
Newsbasket asking if a list could be provided of best-selling authors
that branches could stock without fear of loss or remainders. The
classified 1list of such proven ‘fairly safe stock® 1is worth
reprinting here in full, for it is both representative and
comprehensive, compared to Figure 3-1:

*Light Fiction-

K. Rhodes G. Page 0. Wadsley
C. Adair D. Wyllarde Berta Ruck
B. Reynolds M. Peterson P. Trent

Ruby M. Ayres M. Hine Maud Diver

'Detective and Exciting Stories’

E.P. Oppenheim Sax Rohmer W. LeQueux
P. Brabne H.R. Haggard O. Binns
R. Sabatini E. Wallace P.B. Kyne

J.S. Fletcher

Western Stories’
C. Mulford Zane Grey McL. Paine
B.M. Bower C. Zeltzer

*Good Fiction”
S. McKenna H.G. Wells A. Bennett
H.A. Vachell A. Mason P. Gibbs
H. Walpole W.J. Locke J. Barrie
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Figure 3-1: Authors in Demand at Tuppenny Libraries, 1933-1935

Number of titles in stock

Tuppenny Libraries Mudie’s

1933 1935 1934
Ruby M. Ayres 24 21-25 59
Charlotte M. Brame 31 0
Edgar Rice Burroughs 24 16-20 23
Marie Corelli 9 16-20 27
Richmal Crompton 14 16-20 15
Warwick Deeping 41 46 46
Ethel M. Dell 23 26-30 31
Jeffrey Farnol 14 21-25 15
J.S. Fletcher 56 97
Charles Garvice 0-8 5
Elinor Glyn 13 10-15 12
Nat Gould 0-8 35
Zane Grey 26-30 35
A.G. Hales 28 38 43
H. Rider Haggard 26-30 46
Sydney Horler 45 47
W.J. Locke 24 26-30 29
Kathleen Norris 34 35
E.P. Oppenheim 38 75 84
Margaret Peterson 26 26-30 28
Denise Robins 36 36
Sax Rohmer 18 21-25 20
E. Adelaide Rowlands 26-30 40
*Sapper”’ 16-20 32
E.M, Savi 56 51
Rafael Sabatini 26-30 30
Joan Sutherland 25 26-30 34
Paul Trent 31 47
Edgar Wallace 100 101 116
P.G. Wodehouse 32 40 43
F.E. Mills Young 33 42

Sources: 1933: T.E.Callander, °'The Twopenny Library’, Library
Association Record III pp. 88-90. The library surveyed contained
2,500 titles; according to Callender, ’'The predominant flavour of the
list is definitely lowbrow’, and representative. 1935: Garfield
Howe, °'What the Public Likes’, B. 19 June 1935 pp. 580, 583. Howe
examined 'one of the largest and newest’ tuppenny libraries. Exact
figures for the most popular authors were given:; those with less than
31 titles (but 'definitely in the "best-seller" class’) were placed
in groups of five. Howe's list is more extensive than Callender’s.
Mudie’s: Mudie’'s Catalogue of the Principal Works of Fiction in
Circulation at_ the Library, Section One: ’Works of Fiction Under
Authors’ Names', May 1934
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S. K. Smith J. Galsworthy R. Hichens
G. Frankau e

One supposes that either personal taste or the book trade itself
determined which authors were regarded as 'Good Fiction’ and which
merely 'Light Fiction’. Similarly, in the appendix to his 1938 book

How to Run a Twopenny Library, Ronald F. Batty provided 'A Short

Check List of the Most Popular Twopenny Library Authors’, subdivided
into categories. In addition to the authors given in Figure 3-1,
these included, under ’Love and Romance’, Barbara Cartland and Maysie
Greig; ‘'Detective and Mystery’, Agatha Christie and the Coles; ‘Air
and War Stories’, Flying Officer W.E. Johns and Ian Hay; °'Western’,
Max Brand and W.C. Tuttle; 'Adventure’, Jack London and P.C. Wren;
and 'Humorous'’, W.W. Jacobs and Dornford Yates. Curiously, Batty
provided separate listings for °'Novels’ (Ursula Bloom, Baroness von
Hutten, Compton Mackenzie) and ‘'Modern Novels®' (Vera Brittan,

Colette, Evelyn Waugh - and Mae West!).®=°

Another source for the type of fiction supplied by the
tuppenny libraries is 'A Selected List of Popular Fiction Suitable
for Lending Libraries’, issued by John Menzies in April 1935 and
March 1937. °This list does not claim to be exhaustive’, the editor
explained. °'It gives a representative selection of novels available
in cheaper editions which are most in demand at the present day’.
Popular series issued by individual publishers are prominent,
including Putnam’'s Romance Library (Florence Barclay), Harrap’'s °'Wild

West’® Novels and Sealed Mysteries, Thornmton Butterworth's 2/6 Crime

79 The Newsbasket March 1925 p. 48

80 Ronald F. Batty, How to Run a Twopenny Library (London, 1938),
pp. 91-96
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Circle Novels, and °’The Rogues Gallery’ series published by

Duckworth:

In this new series the 1life-stories of
notorious men and women are told in such a way

as to present their lives as a whole. The
subjects dealt with will include famous
murders, burglars, forgers, and criminal
lunatics.

No. 1: CRIPPEN - Dentist and Murder by M.
Constantine Quinn. 82

Mills and Boon were presented as °'The Popular Fiction Publishers’.

Mass-Observation also sought the opinions of tuppenny
librarians and library assistants - though their evidence is probably
more impressionistic. One tuppenny librarian in Fulham in 1940
observed, ’'Some of these silly women like a lot of slop...But men
will look for something really blood and thunderish, something like-

oh - Who Killed Oliver Cromwell? sort of business’.®2 Similarly, in

Chelsea in 1943 a library assistant commented on the state of the
business:

I get in forty new books every four weeks for

the twopenny library, but as you can see from

the shelves, most of them are out, so there’s
never much of a choice. The men all choose
those detective stories or the Wild West sort

of thing, but the women are always asking for a
really nice novel: Vicki Baum or Daphne du

Maurier - they’ve both been very popular. a3

81 A Selected List of Popular Fiction Suitable for Lending
Libraries’, April 1935 and March 1937, John Menzies plc archives,
Edinburgh

82 Box, p. 23. Who Killed Oliver Cromwell? by Leonard Gribble
(1937) was a best-seller before and during the Second World War. An
*Inspector Slade Mystery’, it concerns the murder of a man
masquerading as Cromwell during a ball.

83 F/60/C, M-O ’'Reading’ Box 8 File C (14 July 1943); G.S.T.
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Mogridge was struck by the huge adult readership of westerns in his
library. ‘'Authors’ names mean nothing to the western fan; it is the
story that is the thing, a fresh book every day the ideal’.®“ An
amusing response from a working-class newlywed on his wife’s tuppenny
reading is worth quoting in full here:

No, I don’'t read books, the paper’'s all I can
do with...But you should have met my missus
before we got married - read - why, she was
always at it, morning noon and night. She was
crazy on desert stuff and sheiks and all that.
The chemist at the corner kept a twopenny
library. and she used to go down every day for
another book and say to him, ‘'Haven't you got
anything hotter?’ He thought she was a real
bad lot, but she wasn't, she was just nuts
about books. When we got married, he made sure
it was Dbecause we had to; he was quite
surprised we didn’'t have a kid in the first six
months. But since she married me, she’'s quite
different - she never opens a book now. 8s

Newsagents also assumed that there were marked sex differences in
reading habits. One newsagent, in Aston, said: ’'They go in for short
fiction stories the ladies do. And the murder books the men - the
rough stuff’.es Similarly, a Fulham newsagent, commenting on
magazine ('books’) reading, stated, ’'The young girls read the same
they read before. Love stories’. He added, however, that interest in
such fiction was variable:

The girl of about 17 or 18 will start buying

books every week (points to Miracle - sex

stuff). And then she goes courting and she

gets saturated with it - with her young man
and she ceases buying them. Then after six

84 Mogridge, p. 33. One of his customers, a veteran of the Great
War, chose his westerns not by author but ’'by whether they’ve got a
woman in or not’. Soppy romance spoiled the story; the reader
flipped through a novel in search of female names before deciding.

85 M/30/D, M-O 'Reading’ Box 8 File C (S.W.l., 13 July 1943); G.S.T.

86 F/50/C, M-O ’'Town & District® Box 1 File B (23 November 1946);
M.M.
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months when the young man’'s got sick of taking
her out she'll come back for two pen’north of
love again. 87
0f popular books and magazines, sensation always sold,
whether in the form of a racy novel, or a weekly ’two pen’north’
pulp paper. The most notorious and widely-read best-seller of the

Second World War - among the working classes - was probably No

Orchids for Miss Blandish by James Hadley Chase, published by

Jarrolds (a division of Hutchinson) in 1939. This vicious story of
the kidnapping of the 'Meat King's daughter’ by the mob, her repeated
rapings, torture and ultimate suicide, is told at a furious,
breakneck pace. Why Chase’s novel was not subject to censorship is
anyone’s guess; Jarrolds, however, saw its sensation as a marketing
tool. The endpiece of the novel contained the following teaser:

The Publishers, Printers, and Readers of No
Orchids for Miss Blandish are still

convalescing from shock. They thought they
could take it until they ran into Slim
Grisson...

James Hadley Chase has another burst of
electricity in store for them, and in store for
YOU.

Look out for THE DEAD STAY DUMB, the new James
Hadley Chase novel to be published shortly. It
is very tough indeed! as

Of popular magazines, one newsagent in Blaina commented, 'It's all
the same in this district, the cheap ones .sell the best. Red Letter,
Red Star and all the other love books, they are undoubtedly the best-

sellers’.®® Illustrated weeklies also sold very well during the war;

87 Assistant, S. Hughes & Co., M-O ’'Newspaper Reading’ Box 2 File D
(Estcourt Road, Fulham, 2 March 1940); K.B.

88 Endpiece, No Orchids for Miss Blandish (1939), p. 256

89 M-O0 File Report 2545, Part II pp. 234-235
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'A paper with plenty of pictures in, yes. Pictures go mostly.

Illustrated, Picture Post, Everybody’s’,®° a Fulham shopowner said

in 1940. But one Manchester woman preferred Illustrated to Picture

Post:

We used to get Picture Post too but my husband
stopped it - he said it was too full of rude

ladies - it wasn’'t fit to have where there’s
children. (Illustrated) hasn’t any of that in,
and I like those war pictures. e

In the same fashion, picture-story papers became increasingly popular

after the war, including comics (Eagle, School Friend) and romantic

fiction (Love Romance, containing '3 Complete Love Romances TOLD IN

VIVID PICTURES’).

Contemporary critics were, on the whole, dismayed by the
level of popular reading habits. ’'Let people enjoy plenty of fiction
- good fiction - by all means’, the Bookseller declared in 1919, ’but
it is a thousand pities that so many should limit their reading
entirely, or almost entirely, to "stories"’.®2 Charles Masterman,
recording the findings of a visitor to a soldiers’ hospital, was more
sympathetic. These men, he claimed, ’wanted forgetfulness, and
surely they had earned the right to it’; the authors most in demand
were Orzcy, Garvice, Gould and 'Sexton Blake’.®* But Rebecca West,
clearly perplexed by the public adoration of florid romances by such

authors as Garvice, Dell, Corelli and Barclay, wrote, 'In trying to

90 Mass-Observation, ‘'Wartime Reading’, p. 21

91 F/40/C, M-O °'Newspaper Reading” Box 2 File E (22 January 1943);
J.M.

92 B. November 1919 p. 625

93 Charles F.G. Masterman, England After War (London, 1923). pp.
113-114
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understand the appeal of best-sellers, it is well to remember that
whistles can be made sounding certain notes which are clearly audible
to dogs and other of the lower animals, though man is incapable of
hearing them’.®< She added, perhaps with a touch of envy, that one
sight ’*which must fill the heart of any serious English writer with
wistfulness...is when he gazes across the esplanade of any watering-
place and looks at the old ladies reading their Ethel Dells. Truly
we are a strange nation’.®® Finally, Graves and Hodge claimed that
"pulp’ fiction was a staple of the reading public between the wars:

What did people read, besides newspapers, in

the period immediately following the war? The

low-brow  public... read monthly story-

magazines and ’pulp’ fiction - that is to say,

the 1light amorous and melodramatic sort,

printed on wood-pulp paper, like newspapers,

and not intended to last. Most of these

novelettes were written by hacks and sold by

the title and cover-design rather than by the

pull of the author’s name. 06
Nat Gould, William LeQueux, Sax Rohmer, J.S. Fletcher, and the stable
of boys’ magazines were all cited as examples, and °’'"Tarzan of the
Apes" was the most popular fictional character among the low-brow
public of the Twenties; though the passionate Sheikh of Araby, as

portrayed by E.M. Hull and her many imitators, ran him pretty

closer.®”?

94 Rebecca West, 'The Tosh Horse’, in The Strange Necessity (Virago
edn, 1987), p. 323

95 Ibid., p. 325. Such was Dell’s appeal that West estimated the
readership of Dell’'s novels as equivalent to the combined populations
of Surbiton, Bournemouth and Cheltenham.

96 Graves and Hodge, p. 50

97 Ibid., p. 51



144

War themes, however, do not appear to have been very
popular among adults during either war. The Bookseller reported
during the First World War that by 1917 interest in war books had
waned; readers wanted greater emphasis on the lighter and more human
side of war. Similarly most readers seemed to prefer to avoid war
themes during the Second World War: 'l never read a war book, for
that purpose I read the paper and hear the news on the wireless - it
would only be the same old joint dished up with a different gravy’.°®
According to one Mass-Observer, 'I avoid any plays, fiction or films
dealing with the war like the plague. Would run a2 mile from any film
called "Wings over Anything" or "Somebody in the RAF". Absolutely
sick of shots of planes flying in formation or having rather
indistinct dogfights in the air'.®® Presumably, scenes of combat and
violence in 1literature were regarded as wuncomfortable and too
familiar in wartime; the exception, of course, was evident in

children’'s literature.

IV

Why did people read what they did? In 1944 Mass-
Observation surveyed 10,000 readers to try to find the answer. The
results illustrate the strongest desire among lower-middle and

working-class readers was 'relaxation’:

98 F/45/D, M-O 'Reading’ Box 6 File B (London, W.10., 20 May 1942);
L.B.

99 Mass-Observation, °'War Themes in Entertainment®’, File Report 1380
(August 1942). p. 1



145

Reason Men Women B C D

Relaxation 532 572 392 622 582

Knowledge,
Education 50 26 39 38 39
Rest 10 17 17 13 9
Stimulation 8 4 11 4 6
Technical
Knowledge 6 1 5 4 2
Others 2 7 14 1l 2
(Multiple responses were common) 100

Between the classes, the increase in the apparent need to unwind and
be entertained rather than educated is evident as one descends the
social scale. Evidence from contemporaries and readers suggests that
Class 'C’ and 'D’ readers read light fiction for °'relaxation’ and, in

a commonly used term during this period, ’escapism’.

Contemporary observers had little doubt of these motives.
In 1922 The Times praised the fantasy elements in detective stories:
the fast cars, beautiful women, exotic locatioms. 'Perhaps in real
life your purse may seldom, if ever, allow you these delights; all
the more reason, then, for enjoying them in imagination. They are to
you what the caves of diamonds and rubies and pearls were to the
readers of the Arabian Nights'.2*©°* The novelist Jermyn March (The

Man Behind the Face) believed that the average reader sought

vicarious thrills from novels. 'They like to feel that the least
little turn of fortune’'s wheel might have involved themselves in just
such a throbbing romance, have headed straightaway on just such a

reckless, joyous venture, or high enterprise, as the hero or heroine

100 M-0 File Report 2018 pp. 75-76

101 The Times 8 February 1922 p. 8
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embarks on’.*°2 gSimilarly, Ruby M. Ayres, the doyenne of romantic
novelists, offered this advice to aspiring writers of the genre:

In novels there are two rules: men must be tall
and strong, but not necessarily good-looking.
You must have two men and a girl, or two girls
and a man. If you have not £20,000 a year you
like to read about people who have. If you
have not a handsome young man, you like to read
about someone who has. 1o

George Magnus encouraged aspiring authors to aim high. °'The world is
a snob, and the Editor must cater for the world. There is a much
bigger demand for stories dealing with people who live in Mayfair
than about "persons" who exist in Battersea Park. It is the latter
people who read the stories’.2°% In the same way, thrillers and
crime novels carried the reader into an exciting, if condemned, life
of crime. C. Day Lewis (’Nicholas Blake') believed that, in additiomn
to promoting the universal ideal of virtue triumphant,

the reading of crime fiction, like the playing

of some violent physical game, enables us to

let off steam, to get some of our natural

pugnacity off our chest...It brings within the

reach of every purse the alluring sparkle of

wickedness and the riotous sensation of

unleashed emotions, without any of the
unpleasant consequences. 105

102 Jermyn March, 'The World of Fancy’, T.C. 19 February 1927 p. 3

103 °'Miss Ayres Shares her Ideas’, T.C. 22 April 1933 p. 10. 1In
Eggs, Beans and Crumpets (1940) P.G. Wodehouse lampooned Ayres as
Rosie M. Banks, Bingo Little’s famous wife, '..."authoress of Only a
Factory Girl, Merveyne Keene, Clubman, 'Twas Once in May, and other
works. You see her name everywhere. I understand she makes a packet
with the pen"'. (Penguin edn, 1986, p. 8)

104 George Magnus, How to Write Saleable Fiction, p. 38

105 Blake, p. 268. A cartoon in the London Evening News in 1935
poked fun at the thriller craze in tuppenny libraries. A working-
class couple bursts out of a library with a book: *"This is what I
call real value, Gwen...seven murders for twopence"'. (P.C. 5 October

1935 p. 537)
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Mass-Observation found that most readers during the Second
World War described their tastes in reading as ’escapist’. While
wartime, as we have shown, did not profoundly influence the character
of popular reading, it may nonetheless have encouraged °'light’
reading by making the escapist motive less something to be ashamed
of. A stenographer in 1944 regarded 1light fiction 'as I do
cigarettes: nothing so potent as a drug, merely a harmless bromide’,
a frivolity she felt she could well afford during wartime.2*°s Other
readers agreed, some adding that they found a kind of solace in such
fiction:

At present I read them purely as a drug. I
don’'t know who you are, but I don't see why I
shouldn't tell you. I can’t bear my job and
I'm wunhappy in my personal 1life, and I
absolutely stupefy myself with reading...I stay
in bed the whole of Sunday and read.

(F/35/B, Chelsea)

Well, my tastes have got very depraved since
the war. I used to read like a reasonably
intelligent human being, but now I read like a
tired business man. I suppose it’s because I
am tired. A book worth reading gives you a
great deal, but it makes an initial demand on
you that I’'m just too exhausted to comply with,
nowadays. I just stupefy myself with detective
fiction, &all the time...it’'s just a drug,
anyway. (F/40/B, Chelsea)

I read more now than I ever did. My boy’s away
in the Middle East, and I don't go out much, I
expect that’s the reason. I like light fiction
best, of the family story kind, and 1 prefer
them to have a happy ending, even if it is
highly improbable. There’s enough tragedy in
real life to want to read about it, and that’s
one of the reasons I never read a war book.
(F/25/C, ’'Pretty typist type’)

My two sons are away, and I read a lot to stop

106 M-0 File Report 2018 p. 85
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me worrying and thinking about them. It takes
my mind off things. (F/50/D) 1oz

Other readers - notably admirers of romantic fiction - were more
conscious of the idea of an 'escape’ from a disagreeable reality:

I like Daphne du Maurier’s books, especially
Frenchman's Creek and also Baroness Orzcy's.
Books dealing with some costume period when
smugglers had the rule of the seas. I like
books to take me into another world far from
the realities of this. I’ve only lately taken
to reading. 1I’'ve been engaged and we decided
to break it off, and I wanted something to take
it off my mind. (F/25/D, War Worker)

I haven't much time for reading, but when I do
I like to settle down to a nice love story-
easy reading, one by Ethel M. Dell. I like
books about people who go out to seek a
fortune, and find it. Nice happy books.
(F/45/D, Postman)  2°®8

The cinema had a similar effect, especially for the unemployed (who
could lose their worries for a couple of hours in a palatial
setting), and the overworked housewife. But some sought a more
conceivable, realistic sort of 'escape’ in their reading. 1In 1926 a
library assistant in Manchester, when asked to recommend a book for a
*lady’, produced a detective novel by J.S. Fletcher and a romantic
adventure by W.J. Locke, for the following reasons:

If a women is taken up with a house all day,

she doesn't want tales about married problems

or misunderstood wives - she knows enough about

those already; she can’'t be bothered with

dialect after a day’s work, =and historical
novels aren’t alive enough. What she enjoys is

107 M-0 'Reading’ Box 8 File F (13 October 1943); G.S.T.; Box 8 File
C (13 July 1943); G.S.T.; Box 8 File C (14 July 1943); L.B.; File

Report 2018, p. 59

108 M-O °'Reading’' Box 8 File C (14 July 1943); L.B.; Box 6 File B
(London W.10, 20 May 1942); L.B.
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something that is possible but outside her
experience. 10e

Certainly the literature of the period, with its emphasis on happy
endings, supported this theory, as did the opinions of readers:

I've always liked Naomi Jacobs’' books; I find
them so interesting, and the theme of the story
isn’'t exaggerated. The characters experience
incidents likely to happen to any one of us,
and that’'s part of the charm of her writing, it
rings true. She usually writes a series of
books dealing with one particular family, with
the result that by the time you’ve finished the
story, the characters come to life, and you
follow them up in the next book. (F/30/cC,
Aircraft Factory Inspector)

I like to read family books about plain Mr. and
Mrs. no lords and princes and dukes - people
more in my way of living that I can understand.
I like writers that don't exaggerate. If
they’re writing about a Cockney -they should
give a true picture of one - not put the
Cockney stuff on with a trowel - that makes me
lose all confidence in the writer - and I just

put the book down. (F/45/D, London)
I like novels about commonplace people and
their little dilemmas - I suppose they come
under romantic - my reason the feeling of

intimacy one gets with the characters, which
combats the real loneliness of one’s own life
and is an antidote to the fact that one cannot
get intimate with real people - every person is
separate. (Housewife, aged 38) 110

The intentions of readers of thrillers and detective stories are less
clear; &a fondness for gore is suggested by some of Mass-

Observation’s reports:

I read quite a few detective novels...in
general, I prefer to have my murders good and
gory. Not to have the whole book devoted to
the putting right of just one murder, but to
have horror piled up on horror, until the whole

109 'Mr. Manchester’, 'To-night’'s  Diary: Book Psychology’,
Manchester Evening News 22 February 1926 p. 3

110 M-O 'Reading’ Box 8 File C (14 July 1943); L.B.; Box 8 File C
(18 October 1943); L.B.; File Report 2018 p. 96
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book is swimming in blood - and the characters
whittled down, so that even I have a fair
chance of discovering whodunit before the
author 1s graciously pleased to let his
customer into the secret. (M/35, insomniac,
reads six books weekly)

I like a good detective or crime story best of
all. There’'s logic in it. The way it’s all
planned out, and the way it keeps you guessing
all the time, and then unmasking the murder.
Books like these make your blood curdle. I
enjoy reading the gruesome methods people are
killed by. (M/35/D London; plumber, ’'Looks
quite a prosaic type’)

(I'm reading) Murder in the Bud - Phyllis
Bottome. Because it interests me. (M/20/D;
Fulham)

It’s all according to the mood. If I fancy a
good bloody murder - I get one. (no details) 113

Sidney Dark, who coined the phrase 'new reading public’,
was one contemporary who could understand why such fiction was
probably popular among tired workers, but tried to dissuade such
habits:

The trouble is most men begin their leisure so

wearied by their work that they are naturally

more inclined to take down from the shelf Edgar

Wallace, who demands little from his reader,

than to discover why Tolstoi’s °'War and Peace’

is acclaimed as one of the world’s great

novels. 112
But, he warned, books ’that are nothing but narcotics are, in the
long run, as destructive of real life and real living as cocaine’.23

Some higher-brow novelists agreed. 1In J.B. Priestley’s 1942 novel

Blackout in Gretley, shopkeepers were making a good profit by selling

111 M-O File Report 2018 p. 88; 'Reading’ Box 8 File C (14 July
1943); L.B.; Box 3 File A (1940); Box 8 File E (n.d., ?0ctober 1943)

112 Sidney Dark, After Working Hours (London: 1929), pp. 41-42

113 Dark, 'The New Reading Public’, p. 12
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dreams and dope: druggists dispensing ’miraculous cures’, and the
tuppenny libraries: ’bright with book jackets showing South Sea
maidens and shop-girls marrying dukes, pure opium without a hangover

at about a farthing an hour’.224 1In Love on the Dole (1933) Walter

Greenwood wondered whether such literary escapes actually did more
harm than good: here, Helen finds life in Hanky Park stifling and
longs for a genuine escape:

Dully. insistently. crushing came the
realization that there was no escape, save in
dreams. All was a tangle; reality was too
hideous to look upon: it could not be shrouded
or titivated for long by the reading of cheap
novelettes or the spectacle of films of

spacious 1lives. They were only opiates and

left a keener edge on hunger, made more

loathsome reality’s sores. 1as
% % ¥k Kk

This chapter has attempted to describe the tastes of
lower-middle and working-class adult readers and the factors
governing selection and activity. The primary intention has been to
chronicle the growth of reading as a leisure activity at this social
level, and to assess the role of popular fiction in the lives of the
'new reading public’. Through generous use of evidence from the
Mass-Observation archive in particular, it has been shown that
reading habits actually changed very little during this period.

Pre-1914 reading patterns were preserved, even during war and the

114 J.B. Priestley, Blackout in Gretley (Dent edn, 1987), p. 19

115 Walter Greenwood, Love on the Dole (Penguin edn, 1987), p. 65
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depression, when the recreational and 'escapist’ qualities of ’light’
fiction were especially appealing. In fact, the opinions of
contemporary critics and readers suggest that the principal motive in
reading among the lower-middle and working classes was ‘’escapism’.
In some cases, thrillers, detective stories and romances were
regarded as essential distractions from problems personal and public,
particularly in wartime; in others, they were frivolous ’bromides’.
We can only speculate,**® but based on our body of evidence, these
readers - some very omnivorous - were dependent upon popular
literature to a degree unseen before or since. Consequently, given
the non-confrontational quality of such fiction it was possibly a
significant instrument in maintaining morale and social cohesion, as
well as in promoting conventional views of morality and society.
Some publishers, including Mills and Boon, were conscious of this and
attempted (for only as long as it was commercially successful) to

lead their readership towards a 'better’, 'wholesome’ good.

116 Significantly, Mass-Observation admitted that ’'no cut and dried
answer’ can be given on the conscious motives of what constituted
'escapist® reading. 'While people widely want to learn about life
from fiction, any assessment of the extent to which they actually
widen their experience and learn how to live must depend on deeper
knowledge of the reader’'s character than can be obtained from these
verbal attitudes’, the 1944 report said. ’'All that can be said here
is that, at the «conscious level, thriller-reading is widely
considered as remote from reality; while most of the other types of
fiction-reading are in one way or another felt to enlarge the
reader’s experience or knowledge’'. (M-O File Report 2018 pp. 97-98)



Chapter 4

'The State of Play in General’:

Mills and Boon, Ltd.

Most women who sought to lose themselves for a while in a
romantic novel searched the shelves of Boots or the local tuppenny
library for one name: Mills and Boon. From the 1930s this firm
exploited with great success the demand for light fiction, becoming
one of the principal suppliers of the circulating libraries. In
fact, an extensive list, popular authors, and clever marketing
techniques have established over the years a unique status for Mills
and Boon. *It's always been said, (that) there were only two
publisher’s imprints that the British public have been conscious of’,
Philothea Thompson, former editor of the Bookseller, said. ’'One was
Mills and Boon, and the other was Penguin’.? In this chapter we
will examine Mills and Boon’s remarkable success. Firstly, we will
look at the history of the firm from its founding in 1908 until 1950,
and particularly the role of the commercial libraries in transforming
the nature of the company. In the second and third sections of this
chapter we will explore how Mills and Boon established a dominant

position in a crowded and competitive market, and consider its novel

1 Philothea Thompson was interviewed once, in Woodstock, Oxon. on 26
February 1987.
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advertising and marketing techniques, and its complex editorial
policy. Lastly, we will examine the fruits of this editorial policy.
As Alan Boon summarized his firm's intentions, 'I think we published

what we thought represented the state of play in general’.z

Mills and Boon® was founded in 1908 by two former
employees of Methuen, a large and prosperous publishing house.
Methuen was perhaps best known at that time as the publisher of Marie
Corelli. Gerald Mills was Educational Manager at Methuen, Charles
Boon Sales Manager and General Manager. Both men, then in their
early thirties, had very different backgrounds. Mills came from a
well-to-do family, and was a Cambridge graduate; Charles Boon grew up
in a working-class family in Seven Dials, and his father worked for a
library before entering the publishing business. Both had left
Methuen under unhappy circumstances. Speaking of his father, John
Boon explained, 'He'd seen Methuen grow very well, and he thought

that he had made a substantial contribution to it, and had not been,

2 Alan Boon, 4 December 1986. Alan Boon was interviewed in London
on four occasions: 30 May 1986 (AB-1); 5 August 1986 (AB-2); 4
December 1986 (AB-3); and 10 August 1988 (AB-4). The son of the co-
founder of Mills and Boon, Alan joined the firm in 1931 and worked
primarily on the editorial side; he is recognized as the genius
behind the best-selling °'Mills and Boon' romance. He is currently
Editorial Director Emeritus of the firm.

3 For the sake of consistency. 'Mills and Boon’, instead of 'Mills &
Boon’ (as presently used by the firm), will be used in this chapter.
Both versions were used during this period.
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(as) all young men think, adequately rewarded’.* The new company was
registered on 28 November 1908. The Bookseller was optimistic about
the fledgling company: °’'The two partners have had ten years’
experience with Messrs. Methuen and Co., and propose to throw their

publishing net widely’.s

Mills and Boon was not founded as a romantic fiction
publishing house, although their first book was, prophetically, a

romance: Arrows from the Dark by Sophie Cole. Early lists of Mills

and Boon publications reveal the variety of the firm’s interests.
These included novels by Jack London, Horace W.C. Newte®, Cosmo
Hamilton, Victor Bridges, and Hugh Walpole. 'Novels of the Plays’
were published to coincide with long-running West-End productions,
such as ’'The Quaker Girl’ by Harold Simpson. The °’Thrilling

Adventure Library' included The Phantom of the Opera by Gaston

Leroux. Separate lists of books on humour, health, children, cookery
and domestic improvement, and travel were also published. Early on
Mills and Boon acquired an extensive educational 1list from a
publisher called Whitakers; some of the first books were very

successful, including Nerves and the Nervous. 'They did books on

algebra and geometry by a man called Walker, who besides being a very

4 John Boon, 10 August 1988. John Boon was interviewed in London on
three occasions: 30 May 1986 (JB-1); 4 December 1986 (JB-2); and 10
August 1988 (JB-3). The younger brother of Alan, John joined his
father's firm in 1938 and has worked on the financial side. He is
presently Chairman.

5 B. 5 February 1909 p. 183

6 A 1920 advertisement of 'Mills & Boon Gossip’ revealed that
Newte’s novel Sparrow had attracted three million readers, and
another edition of 20,000 copies had just been printed. (The
Newsagent Bookseller’'s Review and Stationer’s Gazette 22 May 1920 p.

562)
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good author was Examiner in the Liverpool area, so he always had a
market’, John Boon said. 'They were selling in the fifties’.?
Indeed, an early advertisement named Eton, Harrow and Sandhurst in a
'List of Schools and Colleges in which Mills & Boon’s books are

used’.

Before the First World War, according to John Boon, the
new company made steady progress. During the first year 104
contracts were signed with authors, reviews were good, and, most
importantly. sales were excellent. The firm produced quality six-
shilling hardbacks, one-shilling reprints, and paperback sixpennies,
their first foray into paperbacks.® Turnover rose from £16,500 at
the end of 1909, to £22,127 in 1913; salaries were increased and £300
advances to authors were common.® Boon believes that establishing a
small publishing house early in the century was not difficult. ’In
those days...I don’t think they were great accountants or anything
like that. It was more sort of basic bookkeeping. I don’'t know
whether we had a sales force’.2° The latter, for instance, was not
necessary, given the sophisticated wholesale and 1library supply

networks then available to publishers.

7 JB-3

8 'They were paperbacks in the sense of format, but not paperbacks
in the sense of marketing’, John Boon explained. ’'The mass paperback
is something different; it’s gsui generis'. (JB-3)

9 John Boon, °'The early years of Mills & Boon’, B. 2 May 1959 p.
1650

10 JB-3
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From the First World War until Gerald Mills’ death in 1928
the firm fell upon hard times and very nearly collapsed. John Boon
attributed the firm’s difficulties to two factors: lack of capital,
and the absence of a ‘'back 1list’, books which were consistent
sellers. Most of the staff enlisted in the war, and the young
company lacked direction. 'As a result by 1919 its financial
position was vulnerable; it had large stocks and a small reserve’,
Boon said.2* After the war sales declined by 45 percent, as the
firm was faced with a stock of 250,000 one-shilling cloth editions
that it could not sell to a market demanding cheaper and newer
fiction. Sales remained low wuntil 1927. Several strikes,
culminating in the General Strike, added to the £firm’s financial
difficulties. Consequently, their star authors were signed up by
rival publishers offering more lucrative contracts.*2 The firm’'s
crisis was reached in 1928, when Mills died suddenly, with =a
considerable portion of the company in his estate. J.W. Henley, a
former office boy brought along from Methuen, became joint Managing
Director of the firm and acquired about a third of Mills’ equity; the
Boon family eventually bought the rest in the 1950s. Henley’s
shareholding solved the firm’s financial problems, and enabled Mills

and Boon to remain in private hands.

Mills and Boon's recovery, which began in 1929, can be

tied directly to two factors: solution of the cash flow problem, and

11 Boon, p. 1652

12 Hugh Walpole was poached by Macmillan. Victor Bridges’ departure
was heralded in an advertisement, °'The inevitable has happened!
Victor Bridges has moved to Hodder and Stoughton!’ Jack London, one
of the top authors under exclusive contract with Mills and Boon, died
suddenly in 1916.
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the rapid growth of the commercial libraries. Mills and Boon had
already encouraged an extensive list of light fiction by such authors
as Denise Robins, Joan Sutherland, Louise Gerard and Dolf Wyllarde,
and so was well-suited to exploit the growing demand of the tuppenny
libraries. Their experience with Marie Corelli at Methuen, moreover,
may have influenced Charles Boon in this direction. Although most
Methuen employees were amused at how seriously the founder, Sir
Algernon Methuen, regarded Corelli and her works, Boon ’was like all
good publishers and not averse to having a really popular low-to-
middle-brow author like Marie Corelli’, John Boon noted; Corelli
would have greatly enhanced cash flow.2® Charles Boon, moreover, was
an avid theatre-goer, and encouraged light novels written in the

style of shows at the Haymarket Theatre in London.

Profits increased every year until 1936, when they were
double the 1929 figures. As library sales increased by 1939, fiction
displaced the educational and general lists. At the same time, Mills
and Boon specialised in its most successful type of novel, the
romance. Already, of course, romantic novels by such authors as
Cole, Sutherland, and Gerard were a strong fixture in publication
lists throughout the twenties. In 1923, Mills and Boon published
Georgette Heyer’'s first novel, under the benname Stella Martin.**
John Boon attributed to his father's financial experience the firm’s

new commitment, which corresponded with the contemporary trend

13 JB-3

14 The Transformation of Philip Jettan, later reissued by another
publisher as Powder and Patch. Heyer, however, specialised in
historical romance, which (at that time) Mills and Boon did not.
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towards the commercialization of popular 1literature, and the
promotion of books as ’commodities’:

I think really he was essentially a commercial
publisher, as you would expect from his
background. I think he found that the ready
market developed with the commercial libraries,
particularly for romance. It was low-risk
publishing, because you can compute the likely
sales. It was low overhead, and promotion
zero. You didn't advertise (given the captive
audience).

We had inherited a marketing technique, which I

think dated back to the Methuen days. Even

though we were selling almost a branded product

in the books, that were so similar, each one

was promoted individually, if it was promoted.

We changed that, and promoted the 1list, with

some heart-searchings from the older members of

the establishment...We advertised a certain

amount, but we had a very well-run catalogue

system. We kept the list absolutely up-to-

date, very rigorous - it was a very ‘'live’

list, 1s
Mills and Boon’'s books, in distinctive brown bindings with brightly
coloured jackets, became staples in the public, subscription and
tuppenny libraries, and the firm became known effectively as a
'library house’. 'The commercial 1libraries needed a tremendous
amount of books to keep their customers happy. Some of them would
read a book in, say, three days, so they needed many books’, Alan
Boon noted.*¢ 1In fact, it is doubtful whether Mills and Boon would

have been as successful without the libraries, which became their

lifeblood - as the paperback mass-market is for the firm today.

15 JB-3. Charles Boon's legacy, the B. reported on his death in
1943, was 'a flair for the light romantic novel, and a fair number of
writers who have gained fame and fortune in that field of literature
were Mr. Boon’s discoveries’. (9 December 1943 p. 596)

16 AB-2
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All Mills and Boon books after the First World War were
hardbacks; paperbacks were only introduced in the 1960s. There were
few retail sales, most going to the libraries. According to John
Boon, given the nature of the books it was almost impossible to
encourage booksellers or newsagents to stock them: the speed with
which women read them, and the price of the books made borrowing more
attractive. For better authors, the average print run was 8,000
copies in a 7s. 6d. edition; for lesser writers 3,000. Books were
reprinted several times, according to demand, in cheaper editionms.
Mills and Boon promised to issue two to four new books every
fortnight, and an astonishing number of books was produced - the
exact number is uncertain. The publication list for January-June
1938, for example, contained 47 new novels (by 36 authors) and 37
reprints, a total of 84 publications, or 14 per month - all romances.
In 1939 Mills and Boon had over 450 novels in print, all available to
order, by over fifty authors. The firm relied heavily upon standing
orders from public libraries, the large circulating libraries such as
Boots (which purchased between 300 and 500 copies of each title), and
the wholesale 1library suppliers such as the Argosy and Sundial
Libraries (up to 700 copies) for distribution to their tuppenny

clients.

The golden age for the hardback Mills and Boon novel was
in the 1930s and 1940s. 'In the thirties, with the libraries it was
doing extremely well in a period when most publishers were not doing
well. It was a very profitable small firm then’, John Boon said. So
profitable, in fact, that Walter Hutchinson, director of Hutchinson

and Co., attempted to buy the company to add to his 1list of
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publishing acquisitions. *But my father was very independent, and
he wasn’t going to work for anybody else, and he very much disliked
Walter Hutchinson’, Boon said.*” International sales of Mills and
Boon novels, although limited mainly to Europe, Australia and New

Zealand, were also good.

Mills and Boon thrived during the war, as did most

publishers. 'Undoubtedly the war encouraged readership’, John Boon
said. 'If we had paper we would have sold probably ten times as
many’.>*® Editions were restricted to 4,000 copies during the war;

reprints were impossible. Boon believes that his firm has not been
given sufficient credit for maintaining morale during the war. He
referred to an occasion when the Ministry of Supply refused to give
Mills &and Boon its paper allocation. 'The P.A. (Publishers®
Association) protested on our behalf, saying quite rightly that these
were the sort of books which were read by the women in factories and
all that...They gave way’, he said (attributing the controversy to
*some Civil Servant whose literary views probably belonged to the

Left Book Club’)2®

For several reasons Mills and Boon, recognised today as a
publisher of paperback fiction, did not follow the Penguin lead in
this direction during the 1930s. Of Allen Lane’s venture, John Boon

recalled, 'Publishers in those days were extraordinarily

17 JB-3

18 Ibid.

19 Ibid.



162

conservative. They thought at first it was gimmicky’.z° Mills and
Boon, moreover, although prosperous, could not have afforded then the
substantial costs involved in publishing paperbacks:

We were not big enough. To launch mass

paperbacks you require a fairly considerable

investment, because you’'ve got to print 20,000

copies. And a fair degree of advertising, and

also the sales force which we didn’t possess.

We were running then I think on two or three

salesmen. And we didn't feel that we could

make the investment. 22
Naturally, the unprecedented success of Penguin Books broke down
resistance in the trade. Ironically, Penguins were selling well in
the places Mills and Boon books would have done, such as in
newsagents’ shops and in Woolworths. In 1958, Mills and Boon
negotiated with a Canadian publisher, Harlequin, to publish their
books as paperbacks for the North American market. Hence, they were
able to experiment in the scheme without having to make a big

investment. It was extraordinarily successful, presaging the

movement away from the traditional hardback novel.

Mills and Boon's success and longevity in the romantic
fiction market are legendary. 'We were dominant’, John Boon
recalled. ’'Romance was synonymous with Mills and Boon’.22 Although
before 1950 many publishers, including Co%lins. Hutchinson, Herbert
Jenkins, and Wright and Brown, offered a list of romances, Mills and
Boon’s specialization in this genre was unique, and served to

establish a substantial and dependable readership which has sustained

20 JB-2

21 Ibid.

22 Ibid.
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the firm to the present day. Mills and Boon’s share of the romantic
fiction market in Britain today is about 85 percent, and they are the
largest paperback publisher in the country. International sales (in
translation) are enormous, with representatives on every continent.
The firm remained in the Boon family until 1972, when it was
purchased by Harlequin, although the British operation is still self-

run.

II

How successful was Mills and Boon in the 1930s and 1940s,
and how did it maintain a dominant position in a crowded and
competitive market? In 1938 the firm’s reputation was such as to
prompt W.H. Smith into advising its wholesale customersg, 'Lovers of
romantic fiction have learned to rely on Mills & Boon titles, for
these publishers specialize in popular romances. Their books are
consequently favorites with women readers...Make your selection
now!’23 By the early 1950s Thomas Joy, Honorary Treasurer of the
Booksellers Association and Librarian of the Army and Navy Stores,
claimed of Mills and Boon’s list, ’'Any tit'le. even new ones in the
series may be confidently obtained and your buying problems
simplified’ .24 In this section we will examine the nature of Mills

and Boon's success and the unique methods used to sustain it.

23 T.C. 9 July 1938 p. 8

24 Year Book for the Scottish Newsagent, Bookseller and Stationer
1st edn (1954), p. 61
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Mills and Boon were masters of the ‘’personal touch’, a
device which promoted sales by encouraging close contact with their
readership. For example, by the early 1930s the endpages of each
Mills and Boon romance, which featured the current fiction 1list,
began with a full-page notice, headed 'To the Reader: Why you should
choose a Mills & Boon novel’. It continued:

The Fiction Market is overburdened with new

novels, and the ordinary reader finds it most

difficult to choose the right type of story

either to buy or to borrow... Really the only

way to choose is to limit your reading to those

publishers whose lists are carefully selected,

and whose fiction imprint is a sure guarantee

of good reading...Mills and Boon issue a

strictly limited Fiction List, and the novels

they publish all possess real story-telling

qualities of an enduring nature.

This ’guarantee of pgood reading’ was followed by an extensive
publications 1list, wusually 16 pages long, of new and reprinted
novels. Essentially, this was an inexpensive method of advertising
to a captive audience. While other publishers used this device, only
Mills and Boon devoted it exclusively to romantic fiction.2s
Similarly, dustjacket blurbs during the 1940s read, ’'When You Choose
a Mills & Boon Novel...You are benefitting from over forty years’
experience in publishing the best popular fiction. You are selecting

a book from the largest and best-known list of romantic novels in the

British Commonwealth’.

Each novel also featured the so-called ‘'bait’, an

announcement that Mills and Boon would read every manuscript

25 Mills and Boon’'s major competitor, Collins Romance Novels, were
often issued with a postcard insert, addressed to the reader, asking,
'May we send you news of our books?’
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submitted to them. This encouraged readers to send in their drafts,
as new authors were always sought. Again, most publishers endorsed
such a policy. but Mills and Boon were the only ones to put it in
print. First novels by new authors were given prominence in
publication lists: °’They represent authors likely to be extremely
popular in the near future and can be read by everyone interested in
first rate popular romance’. In fact, three of the firm’s best-
selling authors, Mary Burchell, Jean S. Macleod and Sara Seale, were
Mills and Boon 'discoveries’ in this way in the 1930s. Mills and

Boon still advertise aggressively for manuscripts today.

Mills and Boon's prosperity was achieved through quantity
as much as quality. They concentrated on building a stable of
popular authors, instead of pinning all of their hopes on a single
star of the Barbara Cartland or Denise Robins mould. In this way,
the Mills and Boon imprint became better known than the authors,
which offered a distinct advantage in promotionm. 'Remember, we
specialize in this type of story, and our imprint is a guarantee of
good reading’, another dustjacket blurb read in 1950. Shirley
Russell, a London literary agent (whose most famous client is Barbara
Cartland), emphasized how advantageous this was to Mills and Boon.
'They published a brand of books and peoplé never bought them by the
author. They bought them because they were Mills and Boon novels.
Ask an average Mills and Boon reader who had written the book, and

they wouldn’'t be able to tell you’.2¢ F.L. Belton, a Boots

26 Shirley Russell was interviewed once, in London on 5 July 1988.
She has worked for the firm of Rupert Crew, Ltd. since 1950. 1In
addition to Cartland, her clients included Patience Strong, the poet,
and Jean Marsh, a thriller writer.
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Booklovers Library employee in Walsall, recalled her exasperation
when an elderly lady requested a particular romantic book, and all
she could remember was that it had a brown binding:

Desperately I clung to my only clue - a brown
book - and prayed to heaven for inspiration.

I hadn’'t realised before just how many brown
books there were in the Library, and silently I
cursed Mills and Boon for choosing the colour
for their publications.

'Was it "Meant for Each Other" or "Teach me to
Love?"’ I asked hopefully. 27

The imprint was further encouraged by an extensive mail-order
catalogue system introduced before the Second World War. 'Our
catalogue is a complete guide to our novels, and you ought to have
it’, one advertisement said. Readers wrote for a catalogue that
presented the publishing list on a monthly basis, and could therefore
pester librarians in advance to order new books. This was a low-cost
but effective method of advertising. The catalogue system was the
forerunner of the direct-mail subscription system that Mills and Boon
has exploited so effectively since the early 1960s. Consequently,
with such dependence on word-of-mouth recommendations and catalogues,
Mills and Boon did not need to spend large sums on publicity. 1In a
1935 analysis of advertising expenditure by publishing houses, Mills
and Boon ranked 28th in a field of 46 firms: £345 was spent over

thirteen weeks, £304 in The Sunday Times and £25 in The Observer (the

principal newspapers for book advertisements). By way of comparison,
Victor Gollancz ranked first, with £2,287, followed by Hutchinson

(2nd; £2,285); Hodder and Stoughton (6th; £1,226), and Ward Lock

27 F.L. Belton, 'Library Episode’, The Bee October 1949 p. 28. The
book was Forever Amber and had a green binding.
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(25th; £354). One of Mills and Boon’s closest competitors, Wright

and Brown (another 'library house’), was 35th with £267.2e

Although it is clear that the bulk of their sales went to
lower-middle and working-class women, Q.D. Leavis’ claim that there
'is no reason for supposing that novelettes are bought exclusively by
the uneducated and the poor’,2°® would probably have applied to Mills
and Boon novels during this period. °'Our books were very successful
in Harrods' Library, and they were also very successful in the
(commercial libraries) in the industrial areas. Everywhere, really-,
Alan Boon said.=° Jean S. Macleod recalled that all types and
classes of women read her books: ’Young girls, happily married young
women, &and the dowagers’ .32 Similarly, Sara Seale claimed, ’Every
kind of woman reads romantic novels. I know that the addresses on
MILLS & BOON'S mailing file range from S$.W.1l, through country towns,
industrial cities, North, South, East, West, to the Falkland Isles
and back again’.22 Mary Burchell received many letters in her
heyday. including from men. An Indian girl, who had an arranged

marriage, once wrote that she and her husband read Mary Burchell's

28 B. 3 April 1935 p. 347
29 Leavis, pp. 277-278
30 AB-4

31 Jean S. Macleod was interviewed once, in York on 10 July 1986. A
native of Scotland, Macleod has written over 160 novels for Mills and
Boon, beginning with her first, Life for Two, in 1936. She was the
co-founder, with Cartland, Robins, and Vivian Stewart, of the
Romantic Novelists Association in 1950.

32 Sara Seale, 'Who Said [the] Romantic Novel is Dying?' TC 29 July
1950 p. 13
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books together. 'I trust that marriage worked out all right’,

Burchell said.>»3

Throughout this period one of the principal markets for
Mills and Boon novels were the tuppenny libraries. 1In 1950 the firm,
in association with W.H. Smith, solicited library owners nationwide
in an attempt to determine the frequency of borrowing of Mills and
Boon titles. This was calculated by the total number of date stamps
inside a given volume. Issues per Mills and Boon book averaged 165,
with the highest borrowing recorded in Scotland, coastal towns and
the West Country. Seaside places such as Portsmouth were
particularly popular; Mills and Boon thought that this was due to
lonely sailor wives ’left-behind’ who took up reading, and the influx
of holiday-makers during the summer months. Tone Libraries, of
Taunton, reported the highest number of issues of any Mills and Boon

novel (740), for a 1935 novel, Anchor at Hazard by Ray Dorien.

Originally priced at 2s.6d., this 15-year-old title had generated
nine pounds in profits (or 1,080 tuppences). Another librarian, in
Tottenham, recorded similar results:

I have some MILLS & BOON books which have been

going out since 1932, 60 times for the first

year and 40 times for subsequent years. I do
not, however, stamp my books, otherwise they

33 Mary Burchell was interviewed in London on 18 June 1986. Wife to
Christopher, her first novel, was published by Mills and Boon in
1936. Burchell had written over 130 novels for the firm before her
death in 1987. She was also the ghostwriter of two books by the
tenor Tito Gobbi, including his autobiography. Although her real
name was Ida Cook, I have used ’'Mary Burchell’ throughout as by this
name she was best known.
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would be covered with dates - and my customers
would be as wise as I! 34

Mills and Boon’'s prominence in the tuppenny libraries is also
recorded in a 1935 Bookseller survey of ‘one of the largest and
newest’ tuppenny libraries.>3= Among the Mills and Boon authors
listed in 'the "best-seller" class’ were Denise Robins (36 titles),
Joan Sutherland and Sophie Cole (26-30 titles each), Louise Gerard
(21-25), Elizabeth Carfrae (16-20), Deirdre O’Brien and Marjorie M.
Price (10-15 each). A comparison of these figures with those in
stock in Mudie’s Library in 1935 revealed equal, if not higher

numbers; Sophie Cole, for instance, had 38 titles in Mudie’s.

Both Burchell and Macleod agreed that writing for Mills
and Boon was a lucrative way of earning a living, especially for a
woman in this period. 'If you were making a thousand a year then,
that was very big money’, Burchell said. She added that Charles Boon
told her never to pass a Boots shop in Eastbourne, or wherever she
happened to be, without popping in and chatting up the library
customers, to encourage new readers. Macleod said that successive
reprints of her novels, at 3s. 6d., often sold, cumulatively, 30,000
copies. As there were no retail sales, selling serial rights to
weekly magazines - often for as much as £500 - was the chief source

of revenue for the author. Mills and Boon retained a ten per cent

34 'One 2s.6d. Novel: Library Profit - £9°, T.C. 6 May 1950 p. 22.
The longevity of Mills and Boon novels in the tuppenny libraries was
a problem, as it discouraged sales of replacement copies. ' "We
sometimes wish", say Mills & Boon, "that we could fit our novels with
a self-destroying fuse to operate as the hundredth reader closes the
book after the last page"', the B. reported. (20 May 1950 p. 1078)

35 See chapter 3, Figure 3-1
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commission on such rights, which helped cash flow, according to John

Boon.

Unfortunately, sales figures no longer exist for Mills and
Boon titles for the 1930s and 1940s, and we must rely upon very
general estimations from sources such as the Boon brothers. A 1949
advertisement, however, does give some evidence:

406,473 copies of Mary Burchell's books have

been sold, mostly to the Library Trade. On

average each book is lent 100 times at 3d. a

time, thus earning 2S5s. 258. x 406,473 -

£508,091 5s., not a bad figure for one author. 3s
By 1949 Burchell had published 41 novels; according to this ad, each
could have sold (with reprintings) an average of 10,000 copies, and
could have been read by as many as one million people. According to
John Boon, these statistics were not exceptional for a Mills and Boon
author during this period. Burchell was a popular but not a top
author, and any author, writing for as long a time as Burchell (since
1936), would have had comparable figures by 1949 (given frequent
reprintings). Sara Seale, in fact, probably exceeded these. 'I
think where we scored was that so many of our authors achieved these
sort of figures. We had a very high general level, because the
imprint was very well known’'.®? The firm also managed to sell more
books by encouraging their most prolific authors to publish under
different names. This would circumvent restrictions at Boots, for
example, which would only order two titles from any one author per

year. Hence, ’'Molly Seymour', 'Guy Trent’ and ’'Barbara Hedworth’

were the same person, as were ‘'Catherine Blair’, 'Rosalind Brett’ and

36 T.C. 5 November 1949 p. 22

37 JB-2
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'Seline Conway’. "It was rather a sort of Gilbertian situation’,

Alan Boon said. ‘’They (the libraries) would take them’.3®

I11

'Romance is easy...A safe answer for any romance reader is
to thrust a new Mills and Boon book into his hands’,=® Steven
Mogridge advised Scottish librarians in the early 1950s. The
implication here, recognized by the trade, was that Mills and Boon
had hit upon a successful 'formula’. What were its basic components?
While Mills and Boon demanded a strong moral line in all their
romances, it is not the case that their editorial policy was
inflexible and averse to change: changes in the taste of their
readership were followed closely. The primary concern, within
reason, was commercial: to provide an entertaining, up-to-date yet
'wholesome’ product. It was a complicated combination of escapism
and realism. 'Although we live in an age of escapism’, Seale
claimed, 'I think the English romantic novel manages to combine this
with a story which could conceivably apply to many of its reader’s

lives and this is the secret of its popularity’.«° Guidelines

38 AB-4. The B. seemed in on the secret, though. 'In the middle
ranks an author can hardly consider himself a professional unless he
has at least a couple of identities. This plurality seems most
prevalent amongst the writers of romance - and by romance I don’t
mean High Histories of the Holy Grail, but Low Fictions for the
Modern Girl’. (9 June 1937 p. 548)

39 Year Book for the Scottish Newsagent, Bookseller and Stationer
1st edn (1954), p. 61

40 Seale, p. 23
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prepared for Mills and Boon authors today confirm this important
point:

We're in the business of providing

entertainment, a short foray into the emotions.

Our readers don’'t expect to read about the sort

of petty worries they can encounter any day of

their lives, such as an overdue library book,

or the sort of serious problems which cause too

much heartache or anguish. We’re talking about

escapism,. But escapism must be based on

reality. “r
It is possible to identify three influences which, together, shaped
Mills and Boon’s editorial policy - the ’'formula’ - during this
period. These were: the editorial staff; the editors of weekly

women's magazines which serialized Mills and Boon novels; and the

authors.«2

According to Alan Boon, the special attraction which Mills
and Boon novels held for women during this period was their
'wholesomeness’, the lack of sex and 'immoral’ activities. Indeed,
before 1950 the closest physical contact, before the marriage
proposal, was hand-holding, or perhaps a peck on the cheek. However,
whenever the heroine falls, hits her head, and is knocked out (as so
often happens), she is usually revived when the shocked hero smothers
her with frantic, anxious kisses. Such is the case with Randall in

Life for Two (1936), who successfully resuscitates Claire when she is

thrown from her horse. Boon claimed that as such, Mills and Boon

novels ’'represented, as we thought it, morality at the time. Now

41 From 'And Then He Kissed Her...', promotional cassette (Mills and
Boon, 1986)

42 Somewhat surprisingly, Alan Boon freely admitted that his brand
of romantic fiction was based on a formula - a good example of his
firm's adoption of commodity-style publishing techniques. (AB-1)
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people live together without the bat of an eyelid; then it was quite
something, actually-’.42 Towards this end, Mills and Boon editors
imposed a carefully crafted set of guidelines on their authors. One
aspect of the formula, which essentially has remained unchanged over
the years, is that the Mills and Boon heroine is a virgin, aged 18-
27; a career-minded woman, often struggling, she meets a dashing man,
aged 30-40, frequently in a romantic setting. They either marry

in the end, or, if already husband and wife, settle their differences

and make a better start.

The two main company guidelines for writers (still in use
today) are called ’'Lubbock’s Law’ and °'The Alphaman’. Lubbock’'s Law
endorses the views of the literary critic Percy Lubbock in his

collection of essays, The Craft of Fiction (1921). Lubbock

recommended that stories should be written from the heroine’s point
of view, which would promote reader identification with that
character and increase suspense and interest accordingly. *The
Alphaman’, according to the Boon brothers, is based upon a °‘law of
nature’: the female of any species will always be most intensely
attracted to the strongest male of the species, the alpha.
Translated in terms of fiction, the hero must be absolutely top-notch
and unique. According to Alan Boon, *The wimp type doesn't work.
Women don't want an honest Joe’.““ Whereas the novels today tend to
emphasize the physical characteristics of the hero, in 1930s and
1940s Mills and Boon men did not have to be rich, famous, or even

handsome. Dicky in The Net Love Spread (1935) was a struggling

43 AB-3
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artist, and Lucian in The Gentle Prisonmer (1949) was facially

disfigured by a hideous scar. In all cases, however, the hero was
recognized for his strength, integrity, and potential for providing a

secure yet exciting future.

Mills and Boon editors were remarkably gifted in finding
ways around so-called -’potentially-sexy situations’, in order to
accommodate the more advanced tastes of its readers without
sacrificing the moral line. One common device was ’'what Alan and his
father used to call a sort of post-moral story’, Macleod recalled.
'You could have a married couple (and) something came between them.
It's awful trying to keep two people apart for 258 pages, let me tell
you'. Within this context, both partners could face titillating
temptation, with the reader aware that marital love would triumph
sensibly in the end. Macleod also noted that directives from editors
were common, reflecting changes in readers’ tastes noted by the firm:

Perhaps after the war a bit, they were saying

to me, 'Don’t write too much descriptions. The

modern girl doesn’'t like a lot of description’.

This was a time when readers said, °'This is

what we want - we don’'t want yards of

descriptions about castles’. And then they

came back to say, °'Oh, we'd like to know what

the castle 1looks like, or what the humble

cottage looks 1like-’. It goes in cycles, I
believe. Ten year cycles.

Mills and Boon believed that their readers were quite
gullible, susceptible to suggestions made in the books. Hence,
editors carried large responsibilities. 'We probably haven’'t had
sufficient credit for our effect on readers at large', Alan Boon
said. 'I've often thought if a dictator could edit our lists he

could influence our readers’ minds. I don't say sexually, but if he
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did it very subtlely, saying "Communism is the solution to all our
problems" or something like that’.4s Indeed, to this day Mills and
Boon editors excise in manuscripts all smutty or political
references. French kissing, for example, is still forbidden
(although Boon doubts whether this has had much effect), as are
references to large families. Mills and Boon believes readers would
actually want to emulate the happy fictitious couple who said, ’Let’s

have three or four of each’.

Women’s magazine editors were an equally important source
of suggestions - and directives. 'These editors were in a powerful
position’, Alan Boon said. ’'If the author could sell the serial, she
was well paid for it. It meant a great deal to their income, so the
editors really could use their clout to make the authors dance their
tune’.4s The strong moral tone in Burchell’s novels was reinforced

s

by demanding editors at D.C. Thomson, publishers of My Weekly and the

People’'s Friend. 'In those days a Scottish publisher wouldn’'t have

had anything at =all. I mean, if at the end of Chapter 3 (the
heroine) had had a second sherry, I would get a telegram saying, "Cut
out the sherry"’. Macleod recalled John Davidson, Managing Editor at
D.C. Thomson, as 'a bit of a taskmaster. He would say. "What have
you got?" and I would show him two ‘ideas, and he would say,
*Nonsense"’, depositing his own ideas with her before she left
Dundee. Jean Marsh, who wrote thrillers for John Long publishers,
also wrote romantic serials for the Amalgamated Press in the 1920s

and 1930s. She recalled that frequent (and urgent) telegrams were

45 AB-2,4
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used as the source of communication between editor and author. Marsh
provided some of these, sent by Mrs. Henry St. John Cooper, Managing
Editor at the Amalgamated Press, for inspection:
17 APRIL 1936
PLEASE GO ON WITH INSTALLMENT EIGHT. WRITE IT
UP IN HOMELY WAY. DON’T WANT IT SENSATIONAL.
COOPER
4 NOVEMBER 1936

LIKE BINNIE DARCH STORY VERY MUCH INDEED.

PLEASE GO ON WITH FIRST INSTALLMENT. WILL USE

IT IN ORACLE. SHOW VERY CLEARLY BINNIE BEING

AFRAID TO LOVE BECAUSE OF CURSE. SEND

TELEPHONE NUMBER.

COOPER “7

Writing in serial form also influenced the way a novel was
structured; a crisis or ’curtain’ was required at the end of each

instalment, or chapter, to maintain suspense - and circulation.

Macleod regarded her training with the People’s Friend as a type of

apprenticeship. 'A good book doesn’t always make a good serial, but
a pood serial will always make a good book, bacause you've got these

peaks all the time~.

One of the most influential magazine editors was Winifred
*Biddy’ Johnson, a legendary figure in Fleet Street who edited such

Amalgamated Press magazines as Woman's Weekly and Woman and Home.

Woman’s Weekly and Mills and Boon ’were. sort of brother and sister

almost at this time’, Alan Boon said. 'All their serials usually

were published by ourselves’.*® Johnson crusaded for realistic yet

47 Jean Marsh was interviewed once, in Bewdley, Worcs. on 3 August
1988. She joined the Amalgamated Press in 1922, with a contract for
9-10 serials per year, salary £500. She graduated to thrillers: her
most famous, Death Stalks the Bride, was published in 1943. She is
now, in her 80s, a writer of children’s books.
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morally conventional romantic serials. 'Mrs. Johnson’s idea
doubtless was to have everything very cozy indeed, without any
jarring. The characters wouldn’t speak with any accent’, Alan Boon
said. ’'She may in a way have effected a strong moral tone in our
books, because she would not have any sort of sex or drink'.«®

Johnson often battled with Mills and Boon authors, particularly
Seale. 1In one instance, Seale had her heroine, a sales assistant,
annoy the hero, her boss and owner of the department store, by
daubing lipstick on the store mannequins. Johnson attacked this as
unrealistic and unbelievable; according to Alan Boon, girls ’wouldn’t
do things which would lose a job like that, in a tough time like the
thirties’.®° Readers desired escapist romance with which they could
identify; but escapism had to be grounded in reality. not fantasy.

Johnson’s brand of 'realism’ was situational and unfantastic. She
was the inventor, for example, of a plot situation, 'M.I.N.O.’, which
broadened storyline possibilities within the acceptable moral line.
In this case a man and woman could live together in a contrived but
unconsummated kind of marriage, such as shipwrecked on a desert
island. This was a ’Marriage In Name Only’, or M.I.N.O. This
created a potentially (but only potentially) sexy situation, as the
reader waited anxiously for the moment when love would blossom, and

thaw the frost between the characters.

Most of the women who wrote for Mills and Boon during the
1930s and 1940s were young; Burchell and Macleod, for example, were

in their early thirties. As such, these women were perhaps more in

49 AB-2,4
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touch with their potential readers, and in tune with changes in
style. They certainly could be sympathetic, for instance, with the
single working life. Alan Boon admitted that during this period
authors were given greater freedom and creativity than they are
today; the conformity imposed by mass production was not yet applied.
Hence, if a ’bolder’ novel was very successful, Mills and Boon, with
one eye on commercial concerns, 'took it with the tide’. Burchell’s

first novel, Wife to Christopher (1936), had such an impact. 'I

think Alan probably knew, as did his father, that a little early on I
was already, without knowing it, exploiting a rather bolder form of

romantic novel’, she said. Indeed, Wife to Christopher represented

something of a departure for Mills and Boon. Vicki and Margery are
sisters who need money to get their widowed father medical treatment.
Margery convinces Vicki to compromise her rich and handsome boss,
Christopher, and blackmail him into marrying her. Naturally. Vicki
falls hopelessly in 1love with Chris - ’'There was a careless
magnificence about him’ - but he learns of her trickery and proceeds
to bed her, in a sequence that resembles marital rape. Chris calls
it ‘’settling his account with a cheating woman’. They separate;
Vicki’'s baby is stillborn; she adopts her sister’s love child; flees
to Salzburg - but all turns out well with Christopher in the end.
Clearly, this storyline was hardly the typical boy-meets-girl
romance, but Burchell got away with it, as it was a best-seller.
'Charles Boon, certainly, and Alan, were prepared to publish whatever

I wrote. And so they must have believed in me’, she said.

Other influences which perhaps shaped the author’s outlook

were the older tradition of romantic literature in Britain and the
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newer influences of the cinema. Although Mills and Boon writers
could never compare in style and refinement to an Austen or a Bronte,
they were undoubtedly influenced by the hero-heroine relationships in
such novels as Jane Eyre - itself quite a 'bold’ book. Burchell, for
example, saw herself as part of a continuing literary tradition,
established by Mrs. Henry Wood, Queen of the Sensation Novelists.
'She worked exactly as I did. She was a talespinner; you had to know
what happened next’. In her opinion, Mills and Boon would have
'undoubtedly’ published Wood's novels had she started out in the
1930s. The cinema was also an important influence. 'I'd have
thought a lot of our authors owed something to the films’, Alan Boon
said. 'I'd have thought they’d enhanced it. Sometimes I'd read one
and I'd say, "Oh, God, here’s Clark Gable talking again"...It was the

Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer type of love story’.s2

Although greater creativity was, in some cases, permitted,
*immoral behaviour’ in the novels was not. Towards this end, Mills
and Boon probably screened the convictions of their authors
carefully. Both Burchell and Macleod, for example, were unwavering
in their support of such a stand, which at the time might have been
regarded as slightly old-fashioned. They were scornful of the
present crop of romantic fiction writers and their ~soft-porn’
morality, which they consider offensive and unnecessary. 'But of
course today so many people think that all they've got to do is to
have them rolling about like dogs, although not quite so healthily-,
Burchell said. *I reckon that you’re not a really good writer of

romance unless you can have the hero put his hand around (the
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heroine’s) arm, and she’s wearing a sleeve, and she has the sort of,
the frisson. You must be able to do that’. The heroine’s reactions
were basically your own, she added, and thereby natural. A Scot,
Macleod argued that Scottish people are by nature more conservative.
If you did not reflect that in your stories, you were of no use to
Scottish publishers. 'For the time, for the age, there were things
you just didn't write about’. She believed that her fiction
reflected 'exactly’ the morals at the time; as she wrote for D.C.
Thomson as well as for Mills and Boon, she did not think there was
any difference in taste between English and Scottish readers. ’You
couldn’t write about sex, or people living together before marriage.
Drinking was permitted, but discreetly and in moderation’, she said.
In all cases, a happy ending was essential; authors learned the

lesson of tampering with this, and receiving hate mail from readers.

Mills and Boon’s editorial policies were undoubtedly
successful; the business prospered, and they were not troubled by the
censors, either at home or abroad. During this time censorship laws
in Ireland and South Africa caused the greatest problems. ’We were
astounded that our books could go into nunneries in Ireland, and
that’s our books which were getting a bit steamier’, Alan Boon
said.=2 Similarly, Mills and Boon books in South Africa enjoyed a

good reputation: 'any of our books were 0.K'.®® Nevertheless, the

52 AB-4

53 But the ’wholesome’ nature of Mills and Boon novels excluded them
from the lucrative North American market. Until recently U.S.
publishers took no notice of the novels because they were considered
'too tame’. Judging from the semi-pornographic nature of many
American magazines and novelettes distributed in Britain in the 1930s
and 1940s, this was probably true.
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firm did tread carefully; character names were always slightly
exotic, primarily to protect the author against libel actions brought
by real people with the same names. Each novel carried a disclaimer
in the front of the book, which has been successful in warding off

lawsuits.

It is interesting here to contrast Mills and Boon's
editorial policies with those of Barbara Cartland, certainly the most
famous and successful author of romantic fiction in Britain and the
world. Cartland has been publishing continuously since 1923, and
currently has nearly 500 titles to her credit, a record. She has
never, in fact, been published by Mills and Boon. 'I didn’t want to
be published by Mills and Boon. I can’'t imagine anything worse’, she
said. 'They always had the doctor marrying the nurse. Some of them
aren’t bad, but they aren’t very good’.%4 Shirley Russell claimed,
quite rightly, that Cartland was too famous to be included in Mills
and Boon’s list, where authors ranked lower than the imprint. 'The
authors rated not at all. It was just another romance. And we never
classed Barbara in that sort of writing. She was always above that’.
This was why Denise Robins, another °'star’ author, left Mills and
Boon. Cartland maintained that her publishers, including Duckworth,
Hutchinson and Rich and Cowan, were mor; 'up-class’ than Mills and
Boon. 1In fact, Alan Boon revealed that his firm did, at one point,

consider Cartland’'s works for publication. 'To my knowledge, in the

54 Barbara Cartland was interviewed once, in Hatfield, Herts. on 26
May 1988.
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thirties we examined some of the modern Barbara Cartlands, and

thought they were a bit too advanced for us, actually’.ss

Although Cartland and Mills and Boon shared the same
literary and moral plane, they differed sharply in their attitude to
a changing readership and world. From her first novel, Jig-saw
(1923), Cartland has been a moralizer, devoting long sections of
narrative to the wicked consequences for a girl if she forsakes her
innocence in a cruel world. Her personal crusade against pre-marital
loss of virginity and promiscuity inspired some graphic prose.
Cartland did not have the light, even witty touch with which Mills
and Boon authors wove such convictions seamlessly into a story. 1In
Jig-saw, for example, the heroine weeps for her girlfriend Sally,
jilted by a man with whom she has had a passionate affair. ’'No nice
man will want to marry me now’, Sally confesses. Cartland expressed
a moral outrage with an exaggeration never found in a Mills and Boon

novel:

Sally, the innocent, trusting child! It was
not the physical injury that counted, it was
the deliberate massacre of her ideals, the
smashing of fairy-castles, the trampling of
golden dreams. With the splendidness of youth
her wounds would heal, the misery pass. But
the scars would always remain, memorials of a
crucifixion... .

To the very few, the very favoured, perhaps
only to one person in our lives, do we open the
gates with the key of love. Too often do we
find too 1late they are merely trespassers,
ruthlessly picking the flowers, to leave them
dying by the roadside, scoffing at the
ambitious little buildings we have erected,
destroying our temples with laughter. Then,
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when we are barren, they leave us to a desert
of desolation. s6

Cartland was confident of her ideal of womanhood, spiritual,
physical, utterly feminine, which she promoted in her novels. Ian,
the rugged hero of Sawdust (1925), met his ideal in Wanda, who had
been raised, nymph-like, in the forest:

Every ideal of woman he had ever forgotten,

half-formulated or imagined, came into his mind

from some unknown store of memory. A radiant

mother in jewels or laces kissing a child of

four good-night; the fairy at his first

pantomime; the sister of his school friend;

Joan of Arc; the Blessed Virgin Mary; a nurse

in the sanatorium at Eton; Lily Elsie; a little

actress on the pier at Brighton. 57
Unlike Mills and Boon, however, Cartland refused to follow the
changing tastes of readers and modernise her ‘Victorian’ wvalues.
Consequently she has lost many commercial opportunities, refusing for
example to compromise with directors anxious to film her books.
During this period, Cartland said, her novels were never filmed
'because I was pure. They wanted rather hot, steamy things,
everybody kissing and mauling about. My people are not allowed to be
touched’. She resisted attempts by publishers to pressure her to
revise her moral views. ‘'They kept on saying, "Oh, come on Barbara,
you must really be up to date", and I said, "No". That’s why I write
in the past. Everybody’s a virgin in the past; it was all right-’.
Herein lay the compromise: in order to continue writing about
virginal single women in a changing world, especially after the

Second World War, Cartland has had to abandon contemporary romance

for historical romance. Since 1948, every one of her novels has been

56 Barbara Cartland, Jig-saw (1923), pp. 66-67

57 Barbara Cartland, Sawdust (1925), p. 74
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set in the period 1790-1914. Ironically, the past, which used to be

the source for bawdier plotlines (Forever Amber is one example), has

been used by Cartland as a kind of distant Eden.

Mills and Boon, on the other hand, were not averse to
change, if it meant commercial success - which it did. 1In one sense,
Cartland has provided the reading matter for the small minority of
ex-Mills and Boon readers who were dissatisfied with the changes.
'In our books now there is an awareness of sex, and I'm afraid they
sometimes get into bed without the benefit of a priest’, Alan Boon
said. °'But they should marry each other in the end’. Today. Mills
and Boon believes readers would find a romantic novel boring without
sex. 'I hope we don’t do it in a way that is titillating, but (in a

way) which is natural’, Boon added.=®

Iv

What, then, did the editorial policies of Mills and Boon
look like in practice? It is now time to let the books speak for
themselves, to reveal the product of thé firm’s directives on such
issues as love, sex, marriage, motherhood, class structure, and the
war. In general, as Mills and Boon was in the business of providing
escapist entertainment, ’'ideal’, ‘'middle-class’ social behaviour was

endorsed, even if in practice it was less than perfect.
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In selecting novels for review among the vast Mills and
Boon canon, an attempt has been made to examine those which were most
popular. The lack of bestseller lists and sales figures can be
circumvented. Some books, for example, have been chosen at random
based on the acclaim, inside and outside the firm, of the author: it
is obvious that Burchell, Macleod, Seale, Louise Gerard, Sylvia Sark
and Constance M. Evans were among the top authors at Mills and Boon.
Other books were chosen on evidence of popularity. The top three
novels, borrowed most often, in the 1950 commercial library survey

have been consulted: Anchor at Hazard (740 issues); Be Patient with

Love (369); and Anne Finds Reality (281).5° Two Mills and Boon

novels were included in a list of 'Books in Great Demand’ at all W.H.
Smith branches during the first six months of 1935 - a rare example
of the modern best-seller lists. 'Demand’ could have reflected both

retail sales and library orders and/or borrowing. Lady by Marriage

by Elizabeth Carfrae ranked seventh of 18 books for three weeks in
January, eclipsing such authors as Agatha Christie and E. Phillips

Oppenheim. Nina Bradshaw’'s The Net Love Spread achieved the same

ranking during March.®® Some of the books won awards: Call-And I'1l

Come was the Daily Mirror 'Romantic Book of the Month® in 1937; The

Gentle Prisoner (which Alan Boon called 'one of the great classic

books we published’) was awarded ‘Romantic Novel of the Year’ by

59 It comes as no surprise that Anchor at Hazard, the story of a
lonely Navy officer’s wife, was popular in a seaport like Taunton. Be
Patient with Love was most popular in Gravesend, Kent, and concerned
a lonely London working girl who is trans-ported to a Sussex farm.
Anne Finds Reality had every working girl’s fantasy: to gain a huge
inheritance and taste the rich 1life; it was most popular in
Lancashire, a depressed area.

60 The Library Department, 'Books in Great Demand’, W.H. Smith &
Son, Ltd., Strand House, London (12 January-15 June 1935: W.H.S. PA.
167, W.H. Smith Archives)
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Woman and Home magazine in 1949. Such distinctions may appear

dubious but would probably have influenced loyal romantic fiction
readers. Finally, novels published after 1930 have been given
precedence over earlier works. By 1930 the transformation to a
romantic fiction publishing house was well underway, as was the
careful crafting and marketing of the Mills and Boon imprint and

image.

In general, a close reading of several Mills and Boon
novels published before 1950 reveals some surprising characteristics.
Naturally the writing style is often tedious and verbose, the action
predictable, often incredible. Nonetheless, the Mills and Boon
heroine is wholeheartedly a representation of the contemporary woman,
rooted in the current age, and concerned with such matters as money,
managing a household, assisting friends and family, and holding a
job. Although she dreams of finding a husband and settling down, she
is not a soppy stay-at-home, but out and about on her own. 1In this
respect, it is arguable that the Mills and Boon heroine was more
advanced for her time than they are today. The heroine, moreover,
is either a working woman, supporting herself and/or her family, or
at home running the household, burdened with a dotty widowed mother.
A strong undercurrent of quasi-feminism and social concern runs
through most of the books, though it is true that the heroine does
not do the chasing in the novel; she is pursued by the dashing,
handsome stranger. That is not to say that the heroine does not have
strong feelings concerning love and romance: she simply is not
obsessed with finding a husband. It is true that every Mills and

Boon novel ends with the marriage proposal and/or the ceremony. and
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the heroine probably goes on in life as a housewife, but this is left
to the reader’'s imagination. The hero, in addition, is not
necessarily rich, or dashing, or handsome. Unhappy marriages are
common. In all, companionate marriage and a source of security are
deemed more essential than a good lover, which was probably the dream

of most readers from the middle and working classes.

Among the issues raised and judged in Mills and Boon
novels is virginity. 1In all cases the firm toed the Barbara Cartland
line. Despite great temptations, the heroines remain pure before
marriage. Virginity, however, is never equated with prudishness;
rather, the heroine takes a moral stand and gains the respect, not

the laughter, of the reader. For example, in The Net Love Spread,

Roseen is abducted by deceitful Gerald, who plans to marry and spirit
her away. Their car breaks down en route, to Gerald's excitement:

'What can we do? Why not camp out in the
forest for the night? It’'s gloriously warm,
and there will be a full moon later. I've lots
of rugs, and plenty of food. Darling, it would
be heaven.'

'I'm afraid I don’t agree. You seem to
forget that we are not married yet. And what
will happen in the morning?...I may be old-
fashioned, but I object to spending a night out
alone with a man who is not my husband.’

'You’re being absurd, sweetheart.’ The
smile died out of his eyes. She saw them
harden. 'What does it matter staying out
together, 1if we're going to be married
tomorrow? If you loved me you would want to
stay here with me.’

'No, I shouldn’t, Gerald. Loving has
nothing to do with it. I should lose my self-
respect. Surely my wishes <count for

something?’ she added pleadingly.

61 Nina Bradshaw, The Net Love Spread (1935), pp. 221-222
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One can suppose how often this discussion took place among real-life
couples. But Mills and Boon authors were hardly naive; they
appreciated that temptations could be irresistible. Faith, in Secret
Love, fights for control while bidding her beau farewell at the

station:

He just looked at her, as a starving man
might at a wonderful feast whose delicious
odours and dishes he was allowed to smell and
see but forbidden to taste.

With a wave of her hand Faith turned
quickly away.

If she watched that hungry, pleading look
on his face she might forget she was going to
be a wise virgin. She might throw discretion
to the winds, get into his carriage, creep into
his arms, and let him love her. s2

Significantly, Faith doesn’'t, reflecting an idealistic, if
unrealistic, view of social behaviour. But those who did, and become

pregnant, are treated with compassion.®?2 In The Net Love Spread

Corinna, an unwed mother (the result of a brief spell of ‘'free love’
with 'a young portrait painter with more than a touch of genius’), is
applauded for her devotion and respect for motherhood, despite all
adversity. Corinna is the ideal mother, and Oonagh the perfect
child. But single parenthood, although tolerated, is not endorsed.
Corinna’s plight in failing to attract the hero of the novel, Dicky,
as a husband and father is crucial. 'Corinna and Oonagh, another
man’'s child, could never come to mean to him what Roseen had and
still meant to him. He was better alone, ploughing his solitary

furrow’,“ Dicky muses.

62 Louise Gerard, Secret Love (1932), p. 84

63 A reflection, perhaps, of the rise in illegitimate births between
the wars. (A.F. Halsey, Trends in British Society Since 1900, pp.
50-51)

64 Ibid., pp. 227-228
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Mills and Boon novels generally endorsed old-fashioned
methods of courtship, but with a few concessions to changing times.
'Lovemaking’ throughout the novels referred to kissing. In most

cases, ’'modern’ practices and ’'modern’ girls were portrayed in an

unsympathetic light, and prone to disaster. In Arrows from the Dark,
the first Mills and Boon novel, Marjorie is staggered by George’s
kiss. A proprietary kiss in the street! How disgusting of him!
His matter-of-course appropriation of herself was beginning to be
positively alarming’.®® What a contrast with Elinor Glyn's Three
Weeks, published only two years earlier.©®® Similarly. in The Net
Love Spread, Nan and Phyllida are stepsisters, Nan in her thirties,
"Phyl’ 18:

'Love?’ scoffed Phyllida, with curling
lip, 1looking at Nan with pitying contempt.
'You talk like a Victorian spinster - which of
course you are, my dear, in spirit. 1I’'ve done
with love. 1It’'s an overrated commodity. No,
let the men do the loving in future. I’'m fond
of Tommy, of course. I like him, and I think
we shall get on well together. But it’s what
he can give me - a position, a comfortable
home, money - that counts.’

Nan supposed that this was the aim of at
least half the women who married, so perhaps
Phyllida was not so much worse than the
others, after all.

65 Sophie Cole, Arrows from the Dark (1909). p. 72

66 But in the 1920s, before the ’golden age’ of Mills and Boon (and
the strong moral line was adhered to as the firm began to develop its
romantic fiction imprint), some novels published by the firm were
indeed quite steamy. Louise Gerard's The Sultan’s Slave, for
example, was perhaps typical of the torrid desert romance then in
vogue, along the lines of E.M. Hull's The Sheik. None of these Mills
and Boon publications, however, would ever have been considered

shocking.

67 Bradshaw, pp. 251-252
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But Phyllida becomes pregnant, loses Tommy, attempts suicide, gives
up her child and leaves town. But Carfrae made some allowances for

changes in courtship: in Lady by Marriage, she sympathises with the

18-year-old heroine, rather than her &47-year-old overprotective

stepfather.

'I don’t want you to be cheap,’ he said.
'And in my day a girl who let men kiss her
indiscriminately was cheap. 1In, at all events,
the eyes of the men who kissed her. 1In these
days I know things have changed -and not for
the better - °

*Perhaps,’ Sheila said, interrupting him,
*that’s true. They mayn't have changed for the
better, but they have changed, Uncle John. 1In
our lot...kisses don’t count. 1It’'s part of the
game. A girl who doesn’t let a man make love
to her - well, she’s just out of it, that’s

all. There’s nothing really to any of the
things we do-'
'No,’ John Ambrose said briefly. *And

yet, only this afternoon, I’'ve been to see a

girl of sixteen, a girl of your lot, as you

call them, who’'s going to have a baby as the

result of the things that mean nothing.’ se
Sheila does realise, however, that her fun-loving generation ’isn’t

trained for marriage’, and follows her dreams of marriage, a home and

children, in choosing to marry John.

Some Mills and Boon courtships were fantastic, even
shocking. The reasoning here was simple: as long as lovemaking was
honorable, and marriage was the end result, any kind of relationship
was allowed, even between relatives. The two bestsellers of 1935,

The Net Love Spread and Lady by Marriage, contained similar

storylines on romances between relatives. They are, in retrospect,
early examples of the ‘'bolder’ novels published by Mills and Boon.

In Bradshaw’'s novel, Dicky Bannister, a struggling artist, raises his

68 Elizabeth Carfrae, Lady by Marriage (1935), p. 59
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stepsister Roseen alone when his father dies. Roseen was an orphan
rumoured to be from ’grand stock’. Eleven years pass, and Dicky,
aged 38, falls in love with his sister and former playmate, aged 17.
Dicky tries to suppress his feelings:

But if he had made love to her, as a lover-

and if they had gone on together he couldn’t

have helped it - what then? Would it all have

been spoiled, ended, their perfect 1love as

brother and sister, or would it have grown into

a greater and closer love as husband and wife? i
Roseen, claimed by her heiress aunt, is spirited away, as she is
underage, to avoid the stigma of appearing to be a mistress. 1In the
end, of course, they admit their true feelings for each other. The
novel ends with Roseen and Dicky spending ’a happy afternoon together
in the studio, rearranging things to suit their future life together

as husband and wife, instead of brother and sister’.?° The

scenario in Lady by Marriage is slightly different, but even more

incredible. Eminent physician John Ambrose grants a dying circus
woman’s wish to adopt her daughter Sheila. Sheila grows into a
beauty; John’s fatherly affection grows into love. Sheila is 18,
John 47. John buries his feelings until he is struck by a lorry,
lapses into a coma, and reveals his true feelings, deliriously, to a
horrified Sheila. She refuses to tell her friends about her
stepfather’'s love for her. 'It’s the sort of idiotic thing that
happens in women’'s novels, and I couldn’'t bear any one to laugh at
Uncle John’,?* she says. The reader shares Sheila’s shock at the

situation. Surprisingly, Sheila sacrifices young and exciting love

69 Bradshaw, p. 155
70 Ibid., p. 248

71 Carfrae, p. 67
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with Jimmy for a lonely life as John’s wife, out of a sense of duty,
and a desire for a secure home and children. Sheila is thoroughly
miserable, trapped in marriage to an inattentive husband and losing
her children. She contemplates divorce, but is determined to honour

her vows in the end.

In fact, in all circumstances the primacy of marriage and
marital vows was emphasised, and the kind of fashionable practices
such as adulterous affairs and divorce, which the reader might expect
in a ’society’ novel, were discredited. Even when the heroine is
mistreated, or is tempted by a more noble suitor, her vows remain

sacred and inviolable. In Be Patient with Love, Joan risks a sudden

marriage with her friend Phil for the security that is lacking in her
lonely single life in the city. Although he turns out to be a
gambler and a poor provider, Joan sticks with Phil, resisting her
feelings for his swarthy and noble brother Tom. She is never tempted
to end the unhappy marriage.

'There’s nothing to be done except try to
forget. I'm married to Phil...’

*Joan, Joan.’ Josie’s tone was one of
affectionate impatience. 'Haven't you heard
the word divorce...? Darling, this is 1937,
you know...’

Joan's smile was a tragic flickering
thing.

'That’s some people's way out,’ she

admitted, ’'but it wouldn’'t do for Tom and
me...we’ve vowed never to let Phil down’...

How do you explain to a young ’'modern’
like Josie that divorce was nothing in your
life. Now, no matter what Phil did to you, he
remained your husband and that for you there
could be no other man?

72 Guy Trent, Be Patient with Love (1937), pp. 176-177; 194
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Joan does eventually reform her husband through love and
understanding. However, this being escapist romantic entertainment,
Phil dies honorably while saving a lost sheep, and one month later,

Joan marries Tom, her conscience clear.

Predictably, motherhood was also frequently and fervently
endorsed alongside marriage. Children were regarded in some sense as
a panacea: motherhood provided fulfillment of womanhood, and also
served as salvation for rocky marriages (although, as we have seen,

large families were not endorsed). Manora, in Call-And I'l]l Come,

tells Anna that 'No woman worth the name would value & voice above a
child who would look at her with the eyes of the man she loved’.?3
Anna freely sacrifices her career as an international opera singer to

have a baby, as does Gail, the star actress in Once to Every Woman:

'You’ve given up so much,’ he said again.
'Do you realise how much? What can I give you
in return?’

*Your son,’ Gail whispered.

They stood heart to heart in the small,
quiet room. Jon did not speak. There was no
longer need of words between them. 74

The hardships of pregnancy and birth were frequently and strongly
noted in Mills and Boon novels. In Secret Love, for example, quasi-
feminist undertones are apparent as the hero sees his wife in the
hospital:
'My God, I shall be glad when it’s over,’

he said hoarsely. 'It's so beastly unfeir.

You have to suffer, and a great hulking chap

like me gets off scot-free.’

There was a gurgle of weak laughter.
Then Faith 1lifted a corner of the silk

73 Mary Burchell, Call-And I'll Come (1937), pp. 252-253

74 Sylvia Sark, Once to Every Woman (1940), p. 251
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coverlet. His amazed eyes saw a tiny, red-
faced object asleep in a soft, white shawl.

At the sight his heart seemed to swell to
the bursting-point. The room and all in it
vanished in a sort of mist. Quite well he knew
why he had been sent - to save him hours of
anguish whilst the girl went, alone, through
the Valley of Death...

Stooping, he peered closely at the red-
faced object.

'Hello, what’'s this?’ he asked, his voice
trembling.

'The son and heir. He arrived yesterday
afternoon.’ 75

Similarly, in Anchor at Hazard childbirth is described as ’this

crisis of a woman’s life’.’e The heroine in Wife to Christopher

pleads with her husband to see her stillborn baby. ’"Can’t you tell
me anything to comfort me?" she begged in sudden piteousness. "Don’t
you see that I’ve nothing but pain and terror to remember - and I

meant it all to be so beautiful"’'.??

'Lovemaking’ between man and wife was not only endorsed
but often described in vaguely mystical terms. 1In one sense, ardent
passion was presented as a type of wonderful prize obtainable only
through marriage. Here especially the influence of the Hollywood

film is most apparent. In Once to Every Woman, Jon and Gail

experience marital bliss as newlyweds:

Jon lifted her in his arms and carried her to
the couch. Gail lay back, her eyes closed, her
whole being flooded with joy and tenderness.
She felt Jon loosen her dress, slip it from her
shoulders, felt his lips on her throat and
breast. My husband, my lover, her heart said,
but her lips were silent. 1In this sweet, wild
moment neither of them had need of speech.

75 Gerard, p. 252

76 Ray Dorien, Anchor at Hazard (1935), p. 247

77 Mary Burchell, Wife to Christopher (1936), p. 167
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Their love flowered swiftly, more passionate,
more searching than it had ever been before. 78

In an attempt to promote reader identification and
concern, heroines in Mills and Boon novels were portrayed as proud of
their class and status, defending their backgrounds and careers when
confronted by the upper class. The value system normally associated
with the middle classes was championed; unlike sensation novels,
where the rich were admired and the poor despised, the less fortunate
heroine in Mills and Boon is proud, rising to the occasion to defend
herself - and winning the respect of all in the end. There was no
substitute for good, hard, honest work and an independent life before

marriage. Shop-girl Kitty in Anchor at Hazard is repelled by her

greedy upper-class mother-in-law:

'You were in a shop?’ gasped Mrs. Lewis.

I was in the office. I didn't stand
behind the counter, not that it makes any
difference,’ said Kitty, amused at the other
woman’s prejudice.

She did not think it necessary to explain
that the girls had to present a high standard
of education and appearance to be considered at
all by the firm...

Although she had always earned her own
living, she had discovered that her attitude to
it was very different from that of people who
in her opinion had not worked for money, and
yet seemed to expect it as a matter of course.
She felt the chill of this self-absorbed
nature. )

Other characters in this novel agree. Rose is amazed that Kitty’'s
marriage is viewed as a come-down by her husband's family: 'Nonsense!

Hasn't the world moved since then?’'®® Similarly, Joan in Be Patient

78 Sark, p. 20
79 Dorien, pp. 18, 50

80 Ibid., p. 10
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with Love resents her husband Phil’s contented unemployment, and
their subsequent dependance upon his family. When accused of

indolence, she attacks.

Joan’s colour leaped to her cheeks.

'I don’'t ask anyone to keep me,’' she
flared. °'I've earned my own living before, and
I can do so again’...

She was Joan Thomas who had earned her own
living since her seventeenth birthday. She
wasn't used to being dependent, and she
resented owing her ©bread and butter to
comparative strangers. 81

In Anne Finds Reality, Anne resents her rich fiance’s snobbish

opinions of her own, lower-class friends:

The colour flamed in Anne’s cheeks. She sensed

the fact that Roland did not approve of her

friends and resented it. Vera, in her cheap

washing dress, and stolid George, whose grey

flannels compared so unfavorably with those

Roland wore, were a part of her old life - the

nicest part. 8z
When Anne receives an unexpected inheritance, she is determined to
become a philanthropist and help the needy: 'Suddenly Anne realised
the power of the wealth that was now hers’.®3 This promotion of
middle-class ideals was often coupled with an attention to the value
of money and material goods. For instance, when Anne is knocked down
by a car, the driver of which becomes her roguish lover, her
immediate concern is not her physical condition, but the costly
clothes she is wearing, and cannot afford to spoil: ’'She was hatless

and disheveled. Her hand was cut, but mercifully her dress was not

torn’ .84

81 Trent, pp. 48, 51

82 Francis Braybrooke, Anne Finds Reality (1940), p. 48

83 Ibid., p. 166

84 Ibid., p. 15
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Finally, life in wartime was also explored, although in a
limited sense. Charles Boon initially encouraged writers to leave
the Second World War out of the romances, because it dated the story
and prevented reprints. ‘’We couldn’t really publish a reprint of a
book (in which) guns and bombs were falling all over the place’, John
Boon said.es Macleod, moreover, recalled that this reluctance to
accept wartime romances was part of the common belief at first that
the war would not last very long. 'But then of course after two
years, three, four - they realised they had to acknowledge the fact
that boy was meeting girl during the war, just as anything else’, she
said. Macleod relied on relatives in the medical profession, as well
as her own experience, to convey the wartime experience in her

doctor-nurse’ romances set in air ambulance units or army hospitals.

The war romances combined the ubiquitous boy-meets-girl
romance with a gritty portrayal of the hardships and horrors of war.

In This Much to Give, the plight of shellshocked airmen is

highlighted. Lindsey. the heroine, is a nurse with & mission: to aid
the men ‘’broken mentally by the stress and strain of war, but not
altogether forlorn hopes’;®c she marries one in the end. Similarly,

Sheila in Enter - A Land Girl, having lost her husband Jimmie in an

R.A.F. mission and her baby daughter to pneumonia, shrugs off her
depression by joining a War Agricultural Camp. Escaping from the
horrors of the blitz (’Nowhere was there the slightest indication

that in any other places there was red, horrible war and famine. It

85 JB-3

86 Jean S. Macleod, This Much to Give (1945), p. 22
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was a scene of utmost content’) and doing her patriotic duty in the
tomato patch, Sheila falls in love with Dudley, the chief gardener.
Curiously, Dudley’s grave injuries, acquired when a pilot in the last
war, are introduced to the reader in a rather sexy, melodramatic

manner:

Two men in bathing-trunks came past Sheila to
the edge of the water and stood there with
their backs to her. One of them was a young,
slim boy. the other was older. His body was
deep brown, his back broad and muscular. Right
down the side of it, from the shoulder to where
it vanished into his bathing-trunks, ran the
jagged white line of a scar, and there were
scattered dark marks over his back which Sheila
recognised. She had seen them on Jimmie’s body
- the aftermath of shrapnel. a8z

Away from Each Other, a dizzying tale of separation, temptation,

shortages and bombs, was intended undoubtedly as a warning to all
single, lonely wives during the war: beware the philandering soldier
billeted with you, and remain faithful to your fighting husband.
Maive, left to run the newsagent’s shop when her husband, Clifford,
joins the Fire Service, is seduced by Shaun, an Army captain and a
married man. Shaun’s advances were initially repelled by Maive in a
strongly-worded exchange:

'Oh, don’t start that again! We haven’t
time for prolonged discussions in ethics and
conventions.’

‘We haven’'t time?’

'Haven’t you heard that there’s a war on,
darling? And I may be sent out East any day
now. "'

Her brain cleared a little at that. She
thought coldly and dispassionately. The old,
old story. That's what my father said to my
mother in 1916. 'I may be sent to France any
day now. Why should we wait? We can't afford
to wait for each other. There’s a war on-
let's seize our happiness while we can. We may
never have another chance.’' And now it’s I and

87 Constance M. Evans, Enter - A Land Girl (1944), p. 34
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Shaun...’I may be sent out East any day’...Only
a romantic little fool falls for that old plea. as

Maive does succumb, but Shaun is exposed as a rogue and a bounder in

time for her to rekindle her ’indestructible’ love for Cliff.

%k k k ok

As one of the primary publishers of light fictiom, Mills
and Boon’s success and longevity can be attributed to two factors.
Firstly, the rapid development of the commercial lending libraries
during the 1930s supplemented the traditional outlets for Mills and
Boon novels (some retail sales, mainly the public and subscription
libraries) and provided a unique opportunity for exploitation and
sizeable expansion and financial gain. Had it not become a ’'library
house’, Mills and Boon would probably not have survived for as long
as it has. Secondly, one of the long-term advantages of the
promotion of its single brand of fiction has been unequalled
recognition of the imprint, a distinct advantage in sales and

promotion.

Mills and Boon's editorial policies were also governed by
commercial concerns, and as such were flexible and receptive to
change. In this respect, as we shall see in chapter 6, Mills and
Boon resembled D.C. Thomson, their rival and associate. Relying to a

large degree on their authors, and on editors of national women’s

88 Fay Chandos, Away From Each Other (1944), p. 20
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magazines, Mills and Boon maintained close contact with its readers,
monitoring changes in attitudes and adjusting its views accordingly,
within a ‘’moral’ framework. The firm was conscious of the
responsibilities of providing morally acceptable fiction to an
audience which it deemed gullible and impressionable; the
identification of the Mills and Boon reader with the heroine was
considered to be very strong. In general, Mills and Boon novels
promoted conservative moral and social values. While some important
concessions were made to ‘modern’ practices of wage-earning and
courtship - if only for commercial reasons - marriage and motherhood
were treated as sacred. The fundamental appeal, however, was
escapist entertainment. According to Alan Boon, 'It has been said
that (our books) could take the place of valium, so that women who
take these drugs would get an equal effect from reading our

novels’.e®

89 AB-4



Chapter 5

'We Must Prevent the Leakage’:

Children’'s and Adolescents’ Reading Habits

In this chapter we will consider the reading habits of
children and adolescents between (roughly) the ages of 12 and 16. We
will examine what they read, how far what they read was determined by
social class, and why - to the extent we can discover - they read it.
We will also examine a largely unnoticed phenomenon: the marked
inclination of girls to read boys' literature and for children and
adolescents to read adult literature. The latter point is vital in
establishing a possible link between the tastes of young and old of
the lower-middle and working classes. Sidney W. Anderson, in The

Library Assistant, voiced a common concern on the need for guidance

among children reaching the ‘crucial age of 14°, the school-leaving
age:

Such children will, in nine cases out of ten,
lose the reading habit which the Junior Library
has been at pains to inculcate, and subsist for
the rest of their lives on Sunday newspapers
(not the Observer) and magazines of the more
sensational (or more sensual) kind.,.

The point is that we must prevent the leakage.
Unless our libraries see that the right books
get into the hands of the rising generations at
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this crucial age, they are jeopardizing their
own chances of future survival. >

In terms of reading habits, the cliché, °'The child makes the man’,

often rang true.

A leading article in The Times in 1921 called attention to
the significant expansion of reading among children. The modern
child, it was claimed, read 10 times as much printed matter as his
grandparents had done when young. Hence, a golden opportunity now
existed for all those trades involved in children’s publishing.2
These claims were certainly exaggerated, but, in fact, the period
from the First World War until 1950 was one of rapid growth in
children’s reading and publishing, as it was for adults. Production
of first editions and reprints of fiction rose constantly until the
Second World War,® and the magazine industry, reorientated from 1921
by the new-look boys® papers issued by D.C. Thomson, was at its most

vigorous state since the 1880s.

Just as the women’s market was targeted by publishers of

novels and weekly magazines after the First World War, so was the

1 Sidney W. Anderson, 'Catering for the Adolescent’, The Library
Assistant September 1934 p. 194

2 'What Children Read’, leading article, The Times 26 November 1921
p. 11

3 See chapter 2, Figure 2-2
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younger readers’. During the 1920s the Amalgamated Press presented
its list of ten titles for boys (with a combined circulation of ‘over

one million’ weekly, including Union Jack, Magnet and Boys’ Friend)

as ’'a wunique and extremely powerful selling medium’® for all
advertisers:

THE SPENDING POWER OF YOUTH is Greater than it
has ever been before. No Advertiser of any
article appealing to boys and young men of any
age from ten to twenty can afford to neglect
the Amalgamated Press Group of BOYS’
PUBLICATIONS... “

At two pennies, the weekly letterpress papers were within the reach
of boys and girls in every class. They were, moreover, freely passed
around and swapped, particularly in working-class neighborhoods; each
copy sold, therefore, was probably read by two or three children:

These periodicals are pondered over, as a rule,

longer and often more seriously than the adult

takes her reading, and copies remain treasures

for some time. Then, too, the boy’'s paper

acquires what amounts to a ‘'club circulation’

when it goes round to his classmates in

exchange for others. s

Stanley L. Unwin urged booksellers to tap this active readership.

*Think of the thousands of copies of the Magnet, Rainbow, Gem etc.

you regularly sell. Are you making the best of the opportunity this
gives to start the readers of these many children’'s papers as book-
buyers?’c One of the most active sections:of juvenile publishing was
in Sunday School ‘’rewards’, hardcover books given as prizes to

worthy students. Many authors of rewards, in fact, were also

4 The Advertisers’ A.B.C. 1921 edn p. 401

5 Penrose Hunter, ’'Selling through the Schoolboy: How National
advertisers can make use of the magazines of youth’, Advertising
World 60 (September 1931), p. 196

6 Quoted in The Newsbasket January 1929 p. 8
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contributors to the weekly magazines, including Percy Westerman,
Talbot Baines Reed and Angela Brazil. Generally, the 'vast reading
public of children is becoming vocal’, Eileen Colwell, a veteran
children’s librarian and frequent commentator on reading habits,
wrote. 'The publishers are awakening to the importance of that

public’.”?

Colwell attributed the continued growth in reading among
children to three factors: improved educational facilities;
'broadening influences’ such as the cinema and the wireless; and the
gradual development of separate sections for children within the
public libraries. By 1950 most public libraries in Britain contained
a children's 1library, and some, 1like Walthamstow, also had
’intermediate®’ sections for adolescents. Most library authorities
permitted borrowing at age 10, although there was no l<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>