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1940 - Boys' Weeklies And Frank Richards's Reply
BOYS' WEEKLI ES AND FRANK RI CHARDS' S REPLY (1940)

You never wal k far through any poor quarter in any big town without

com ng upon a small newsagent's shop. The general appearance of these
shops is always very nmuch the sane: a few posters for the DAILY MAIL and
the NEWS OF THE WORLD outside, a poky little wi ndow with sweet-bottles
and packets of Players, and a dark interior snelling of liquorice
allsorts and festooned fromfloor to ceiling with vilely printed twopenny
papers, nost of themwth lurid cover-illustrations in three colours.

Except for the daily and eveni ng papers, the stock of these shops hardly
overlaps at all with that of the big news-agents. Their main selling line
is the twopenny weekly, and the nunber and variety of these are al nost
unbel i evabl e. Every hobby and pasti me--cage-birds, fretwork,

carpentering, bees, carrier-pigeons, home conjuring, philately, chess--
has at | east one paper devoted to it, and generally several. Gardening
and |ivestock-keepi ng must have at |east a score between them Then there
are the sporting papers, the radio papers, the children's comics, the
various sni ppet papers such as TIT-BITS, the |arge range of papers
devoted to the novies and all nore or less exploiting wonen's |egs, the
various trade papers, the wonen's story-papers (the ORACLE, SECRETS

PEG S PAPER, etc. etc.), the needl ework papers--these so nunmerous that a
di splay of themalone will often fill an entire w ndow-and in addition
the I ong series of 'Yank Mags' (FICGHT STORIES, ACTION STORI ES, WESTERN
SHORT STORIES, etc.), which are inported shop-soiled from Anerica and
sol d at twopence hal fpenny or threepence. And the periodical proper
shades off into the fourpenny novelette, the ALDI NE BOXI NG NOVELS, the
BOYS' FRIEND LI BRARY, the SCHOOLA RLS' OWN LI BRARY and many ot hers.

Probably the contents of these shops is the best avail able indication of
what the mass of the English people really feels and thinks. Certainly
not hing half so revealing exists in docunentary form Best-seller novels,
for instance, tell one a great deal, but the novel is ained al nost
exclusively at people above the £4-a-week | evel. The novies are probably
a very unsafe guide to popul ar taste, because the filmindustry is
virtually a nmonopoly, which nmeans that it is not obliged to study its
public at all closely. The sane applies to some extent to the daily
papers, and nost of all to the radio. But it does not apply to the weekly
paper with a smallish circulation and specialized subject-matter. Papers
i ke the EXCHANGE AND MART, for instance, or CACE-BIRDS, or the ORACLE
or the PREDI CTION, or the MATRI MONI AL TI MES, only exist because there is
a definite demand for them and they reflect the nminds of their readers
as a great national daily with a circulation of mllions cannot possibly
do.

Here | amonly dealing with a single series of papers, the boys' twopenny
weeklies, often inaccurately described as 'penny dreadfuls'. Falling
strictly within this class there are at present ten papers, the GEM
MAGNET, MODERN BOY, TRI UMPH and CHAMPI ON, all owned by the Anal gamated
Press, and the W ZARD, ROVER, SKIPPER, HOTSPUR and ADVENTURE, all owned
by D. C. Thomson & Co. What the circul ati ons of these papers are, | do
not know. The editors and proprietors refuse to name any figures, and in
any case the circulation of a paper carrying serial stories is bound to
fluctuate widely. But there is no question that the comnbined public of
the ten papers is a very large one. They are on sale in every town in
Engl and, and nearly every boy who reads at all goes through a phase of
readi ng one or nore of them The GEM and MAGNET, which are rmuch the

ol dest of these papers, are of rather different type fromthe rest, and
they have evidently | ost sone of their popularity during the past few
years. A good many boys now regard them as old fashi oned and ' sl ow .
Nevert hel ess | want to discuss themfirst, because they are nore
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i nteresting psychologically than the others, and al so because the nere
survival of such papers into the nineteen-thirties is a rather startling
phenonenom

The GEM and MAGNET are sister-papers (characters out of one paper
frequently appear in the other), and were both started nore than thirty
years ago. At that tine, together with Chuns and the old B[oy's]  wn]
P[aper], they were the | eadi ng papers for boys, and they renai ned dom nant
till quite recently. Each of themcarries every week a fifteen--or
twenty-t housand-word school story, conplete in itself, but usually nore
or less connected with the story of the week before. The Gemin addition
to its school story carries one or nore adventure serial. Oherw se the
two papers are so nuch alike that they can be treated as one, though the
MAGNET has al ways been the better known of the two, probably because it
possesses a really first-rate character in the fat boy. Billy Bunter.

The stories are stories of what purports to be public-school |ife, and
the schools (Greyfriars in the MAGNET and St Jims in the GEM are
represented as ancient and fashi onable foundations of the type of Eton or
W nchester. Al the |leading characters are fourth-form boys aged fourteen
or fifteen, ol der or younger boys only appearing in very nminor parts.

Li ke Sexton Bl ake and Nel son Lee, these boys continue week after week and
year after year, never growi ng any older. Very occasionally a new boy
arrives or a mnor character drops out, but in at any rate the |ast
twenty-five years the personnel has barely altered. Al the principa
characters in both papers--Bob Cherry, Tom Merry, Harry Wharton, Johnny
Bull, Billy Bunter and the rest of them-were at Geyfriars or St Jims

I ong before the Great War, exactly the same age as at present, having
much the same kind of adventures and tal ki ng al nnst exactly the sane

di al ect. And not only the characters but the whol e atnosphere of both Gem
and Magnet has been preserved unchanged, partly by means of very

el aborate stylization. The stories in the Magnet are signed 'Frank

Ri chards' and those in the GEM 'Martin Cifford', but a series lasting
thirty years could hardly be the work of the same person every week.
Consequently they have to be witten in a style that is

easily imtated--an extraordinary, artificial, repetitive style, quite
different fromanything el se now existing in English literature. A couple
of extracts will do as illustrations. Here is one fromthe MAGNET:

G oan!

' Shutup, Bunter!'’

G oan!

Shutting up was not really in Billy Bunter's line. He sel dom shut up,

t hough often requested to do so. On the present awful occasion the fat
OM of Greyfriars was less inclined than ever to shut up. And he did not
shut up! He groaned, and groaned, and went on groani ng.

Even groaning did not fully express Bunter's feelings. His feelings, in
fact, were inexpressible.

There were six of themin the soup! Only one of the six uttered sounds of
woe and | amentation. But that one, WIIiam George Buntcr, uttered enough
for the whole party and a little over.

Harry Wharton & Go. stood in a wathy and worried group. They were | anded
and stranded, diddled, dished and done! etc., etc., etc.

Here is one fromthe Gem
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"Oh cwunbsl'
"Ch gum'
' Qooogh!'
"Urrggh!'

Arthur Augustus sat up dizzily. He grabbed his handkerchi ef and pressed
it to his damaged nose. Tom Merry sat up, gasping for breath. They | ooked
at one anot her.

"Bai Jove! This is a go, deah boy!' gurgled Arthur Augustus. '| have been
thwown into quite a fluttah! Oogh! The wottahsl The wuffians! The feahfu
out si dahs! Ww ' etc., etc., etc.

Both of these extracts are entirely typical: you would find sonething
like themin alnbst every chapter of every nunber, to-day or twenty-five
years ago. The first thing that anyone would notice is the extraordi nary
amount of tautology (the first of these two passages contains a hundred
and twenty-five words and coul d be conpressed into about thirty),

seem ngly designed to spin out the story, but actually playing its part
in creating the atnosphere. For the same reason various facetious
expressions are repeated over and over again; 'wathy', for instance, is
a great favourite, and so is 'diddled, dished and done'. ' (Oooogh!',
'"Grooo!' and 'Yaroo!' (stylized cries of pain) recur constantly, and so
does 'Ha! ha! ha!', always given a line to itself, so that sonetines a
quarter of a columm or there-abouts consists of 'Ha! ha! ha!' The sl ang
(' Go and cat coke!', '\What the thump!', 'You frabjous ass!', etc. etc.)
has never been altered, so that the boys are now using slang which is at
least thirty years out of date. In addition, the various nicknanes are
rubbed in on every possible occasion. Every few |lines we are reni nded
that Harry Wharton & Co. are 'the Fanous Five', Bunter is always 'the fat
OM' or '"the OM of the Remove', Vernon-Smith is always 'the Bounder of
Geyfriars', Gussy (the Honourable Arthur Augustus D Arcy) is always 'the
swell of St Jims', and so on and so forth. There is a constant, untiring
effort to keep the atnmosphere intact and to make sure that every new
reader learns i mediately who is who. The result has been to make
Geyfriars and St Jimls into an extraordinary little world of their own,
a worl d which cannot be taken seriously by anyone over fifteen, but which
at any rate is not easily forgotten. By a debasenment of the Dickens
techni que a series of stereotyped 'characters' has been built up, in
several cases very successfully. Billy Bunter, for instance, nust be one
of the best-known figures in English fiction; for the nere number of
peopl e who know hi m he ranks with Sexton Bl ake, Tarzan, Sherlock Hol nes
and a handful of characters in Dickens.

Needl ess to say, these stories are fantastically unlike life at a real
public school. They run in cycles of rather differing types, but in
general they are the clean-fun, knock-about type of story, with interest
centring round horsepl ay, practical jokes, ragging roasters, fights,

cani ngs, football, cricket and food. A constantly recurring story is one
in which a boy is accused of sone nisdeed conmitted by another and is too
much of a sportsman to reveal the truth. The 'good' boys are 'good' in
the clean-l1iving Englishman tradition--they keep in hard training, wash
behi nd their ears, never hit below the belt etc., etc.,--and by way of
contrast there is a series of'bad boys, Racke, Crooke, Loder and others,
whose badness consists in betting, snmoking cigarettes and frequenting
public-houses. Al these boys are constantly on the verge of expul sion,
but as it would nmean a change of personnel if any boy were actually
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expel l ed, no one is ever caught out in any really serious offence
Stealing, for instance, barely enters as a notif. Sex is conpletely
taboo, especially in the formin which it actually arises at public
schools. Cccasionally girls enter into the stories, and very rarely there
is sonething approaching a mld flirtation, but it is entirely in the
spirit of clean fun. A boy and a girl enjoy going for bicycle rides
together--that is all it ever ampunts to. Kissing, for instance, would
be regarded as 'soppy'. Even the bad boys are presumed to be completely
sexl ess. When the GEM and MAGNET were started, it is probable that there
was a deliberate intention to get away fromthe guilty sex-ridden
at nosphere that pervaded so nuch of the earlier literature for boys. In
the nineties the BOYS OWM PAPEr, for instance, used to have its
correspondence colums full of terrifying warnings agai nst nasturbation,
and books like ST WN FRED' S and TOM BROMN' S SCHOOL- DAYS were heavy with
honosexual feeling, though no doubt the authors were not fully aware of
it. In the GEM and MAGNET sex sinply does not exist as a problem
Religion is also taboo; in the whole thirty years' issue of the two
papers the word ' God' probably does not occur, except in 'God save the
King'. On the other hand, there has al ways been a very strong
"tenperance' strain. Drinking and, by association, snoking are regarded
as rather disgraceful even in an adult ('shady' is the usual word), but
at the same time as sonething irresistibly fascinating, a sort of
substitute for sex. In their noral atnosphere the GEM and MAGNET have a
great deal in commopn with the Boy Scout nmovement, which started at about
the sane tine.

Al literature of this kind is partly plagiarism Sexton Blake, for
i nstance, started off quite frankly as an inmitation of Sherlock Hol nes,
and still resenbles himfairly strongly; he has hawk-like features, |ives

in Baker Street, snokes enornously and puts on a dressing-gown when he
wants to think. The GEM and MAGNET probably owe sonething to the old
school -story witers who were flourishing when they began, Gunby Hadat h,
Desnond Coke and the rest, but they owe nore to nineteenth-century
nodels. In so far as Greyfriars and St Jims are like real schools at
all, they are much nore |like Tom Brown's Rugby than a nodern public
school . Neither school has an O T.G, for instance, ganmes are not

conpul sory, and the boys are even allowed to wear what clothes they |ike.
But wi thout doubt the main origin of these papers is STALKY & CO. This
book has had an i mense influence on boys' literature, and it is one of
t hose books which have a sort of traditional reputation anmong peopl e who
have never even seen a copy of it. Mdire than once in boys' weekly papers
| have cone across a reference to STALKY & CO. in which the word was
spelt 'Storky'. Even the nane of the chief com c anong the Geyfriars
masters, M Prout, is taken from STALKY & CO., and so is much of the
slang; 'jape', 'merry','giddy', 'bizney' (business), 'frabjous', 'don't
for "doesn't'--all of themout of date even when GEM and MAGNET started
There are al so traces of earlier origins. The nane 'Geyfriars' is
probably taken from Thackeray, and Gosling, the school porter in the
MAGNET, talks in an inmtation of Dickens's dialect.

Wth all this, the supposed 'glanpur' of public-school life is played for
all it is worth. There is all the usual para-phernalia--Iock-up
roll-call, house matches, fagging, prefects, cosy teas round the study
fire, etc. etc.--and constant reference to the 'old school', the 'old
grey stones' (both schools were founded in the early sixteenth century),
the "teamspirit' of the 'Geyfriars men'. As for the snob-appeal, it is
conpl etely shanel ess. Each school has a titled boy or two whose titles
are constantly thrust in the reader's face; other boys have the nanes of
wel | -known aristocratic famlies, Talbot, Manners, Lowther. W are for
ever being rem nded that Gussy is the Honourable Arthur A D Arcy, son of
Lord Eastwood, that Jack Blake is heir to 'broad acres', that Hurree
Jamset Ram Singh (nicknanmed Inky) is the Nabob of Bhani pur, that
Vernon-Smith's father is a nmillionaire. Till recently the illustrations
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in both papers always depicted the boys in clothes imtated fromthose of
Eton; in the last few years Geyfriars has changed over to blazers and
flannel trousers, but St Jims still sticks to the Eton jacket, and Gussy
sticks to his top-hat. In the school magazi ne which appears every week as
part of the MAGNET, Harry Warton wites an article discussing the
pocket - money received by the '"fellows in the Renove', and reveal s that
some of them get as much as five pounds a week! This kind of thing is a
perfectly deliberate incitement to wealth-fantasy. And here it is worth
noticing a rather curious fact, and that is that the school story is a
thing peculiar to England. So far as | know, there are extrenely few
school stories in foreign | anguages. The reason, obviously, is that in
Engl and education is mainly a matter of status. The nobst definite
di viding line between the petite-bourgeoisie and the working class is
that the former pay for their education, and within the bourgeoisie there
i s another unbridgeable gulf between the 'public' school and the
"private' school. It is quite clear that there are tens and scores of
t housands of people to whom every detail of life at a 'posh' public
school is wildly thrilling and romantic. They happen to be outside that
nystic world of quad-rangl es and house-col ours, but they can yearn after
it, day-dream about it, live nentally in it for hours at a stretch. The
qguestion is, Who arc these peopl e? Wo reads the GEM and MAGNET?

Qobvi ously one can never be quite certain about this kind of thing. Al |
can say frommy own observation is this. Boys who are likely to go to
public schools thensel ves generally read the GEM and MAGNET, but they
nearly always stop reading them when they are about twelve; they may
continue for another year fromforce of habit, but by that tinme they have
ceased to take them seriously. On the other hand, the boys at very cheap
private schools, the schools that are designed for people who can't
afford a public school but consider the Council schools 'common',
continue readi ng the GEM and MAGNET for several years longer. A few years

ago | was a teacher at two of these schools nmyself. | found that not only
did virtually all the boys read the GEM and MAGNET, but that they were
still taking themfairly seriously when they were fifteen or even

si xteen. These boys were the sons of shopkeepers, office enployees and
smal | busi ness and professional nen, and obviously it is this class that
the GEM and MAGNET are ained at. But they are certainly read by

wor ki ng-cl ass boys as well. They are generally on sale in the poorest
quarters of big towns, and | have known themto be read by boys whom one
m ght expect to be conpletely inmune from public-school 'glanmour'. | have

seen a young coal miner, for instance, a | ad who had al ready worked a
year or two underground, eagerly reading the GEM Recently | offered a
batch of English papers to sonme British |egionaries of the French Foreign
Legion in North Africa; they picked out the GEM and MAGNET first. Both
papers are much read by girls, and the Pen Pals departnent

of the GEM shows that it is read in every corner of the British Enpire, by
Austral i ans, Canadi ans, Pal estine Jews, Malays, Arabs, Straits Chinese,
etc., etc. The editors evidently expect their readers to be aged round
about fourteen, and the advertisenents (mlk chocol ate, postage stanps,
wat er pistols, blushing cured, home conjuring tricks, itching powder, the
Phi ne Phun Ring which runs a needle into your friend' s hand, etc., etc.)

i ndi cate roughly the sane age; there are also the Adniralty
advertisenments, however, which call for youths between seventeen and
twenty-two. And there is no question that these papers are also read by
adults. It is quite comon for people to wite to the editor and say that
they have read every number of the GEM or MAGNET for the past thirty
years. Here, for instance, is a letter froma lady in Salisbury:

| can say of your splendid yans of Harry Wharton & Co. of Geyfriars,

that they never fail to reach a high standard. Wthout doubt they are the
finest stories of their type on the market to-day, which is saying a good
deal . They seemto bring you face to face with Nature. | have taken the
Magnet fromthe start, and have followed the adventures of Harry \Warton
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& Co. with rapt interest. | have no sons, but two daughters, and there's
al ways a rush to be the first to read the grand old paper. My husband
too, was a staunch reader of the Magnet until he was suddenly taken away
from us.

It is well worth getting hold of sonme copies of the GEM and MAGNET,
especially the GEM sinply to have a | ook at the correspondence col ums.
What is truly startling is the intense interest with which the pettiest
details of life at Greyfriars and St Jims are followed up. Here, for

i nstance, are a few of the questions sent in by readers:

What age is Dick Roylance?' 'How old is St Jinmls? 'Can you give nme a
list of the Shell and their studies? 'How nuch did D Arcy's nonocl e
cost? 'Howis it that fellows |ike Crooke are in the Shell and decent
fellows |like yourself are only in the Fourth?' 'Wat arc the Form
captain's three chief duties? 'Wwo is the chem stry master at St Jims?
(Froma girl) '"Were is St Jims situated? COULD you tell nme how to get
there, as | would love to sec the building? Are you boys just "phoneys"
as | think you are?

It is clear that many of the boys and girls who wite these letters are
living a conmplete fantasy-life. Sonetimes a boy will wite, for instance,
giving his age, height, weight, chest and bi cep nmeasurenments and asking
whi ch nmenber of the Shell or Fourth Form he nost exactly resenbles. The
demand for a list of the studies on the Shell passage, with an exact
account of who lives in each, is a very common one. The editors, of
course, do everything in their power to keep up the illusion. In the GEM
Jack Bl ake is supposed to wite answers to correspondents, and in the
MAGNET a coupl e of pages is always given up to the school magazine (the
GREYFRI ARS HERALD, edited by Harry Wharton), and there i s another page

i n which one or other character is witten up each week. The stories run
in cycles, two or three characters being kept in the foreground for
several weeks at a time. First there will be a series of rollicking
adventure stories, featuring the Fambus Five and Billy Bunter; then a run
of stories turning on mstaken identity, with Whley (the make-up w zard)
in the star part; then a run of nore serious stories in which
Vernon-Smith is trenbling on the verge of expul sion. And here one cones
upon the real secret of the GEM and MAGNET and the probabl e reason why
they continue to be read in spite of their obvious out-of-dateness.

It is that the characters are so carefully graded as to give al npst every
type of reader a character he can identify hinself with. Mst boys

papers aim at doing this, hence the boy-assistant (Sexton Bl ake's Tinker,
Nel son Lee's Nipper, etc.) who usually acconpani es the explorer,
detective or what-not on his adventures. But in these cases there is only
one boy, and usually it is rmuch the sane type of boy. hi the GEM and
MAGNET there is a nodel for very nearly everybody. There is the norma
athletic, high-spirited boy (Tom Merry, Jack Bl ake, Frank Nugent), a
slightly rowdi er version of this type (Bob Cherry), a nore aristocratic
version (Tal bot, Manners), a quieter, nore serious version (Harry
Wharton), and a stolid, 'bulldog" version (Johnny Bull). Then there is
the reckl ess, dare-devil type of boy (Vernon-Smith), the definitely
"clever', studious boy (Mark Linley, Dick Penfold), and the eccentric boy
who is not good at ganes but possesses sone special talent (Skinner
Wbley). And there is the schol arshi p-boy (Tom Redwi ng), an inportant
figure in this class of story because he makes it possible for boys from
very poor homes to project thenselves into the public-school atnosphere
In addition there are Australian, Irish, Welsh, Mnx, Yorkshire and
Lancashire boys to play upon local patriotism But the subtlety of
characterizati on goes deeper than this. If one studies the correspondence
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col ums one sees that there is probably NO character in the GEM and
MAGNET whom some or ot her reader does not identify with, except the
out - and-out comics, Coker, Billy Bunter, Fisher T. Fish (the
noney- gr abbi ng Ameri can boy) and, of course, the masters. Bunter, though
in his origin he probably owed something to the fat boy in PICKWCK, is a
real creation. His tight trousers agai nst which boots and canes are
constantly thudding, his astuteness in search of food, his postal order
whi ch never turns up, have nmade hi m fanmous wherever the Union Jack waves.
But he is not a subject for day-dreans. On the other hand, another
seem ng figure of fun, Gussy (the Honourable Arthur A D Arcy, 'the swel
of St Jims'), is evidently nuch admired. Like everything else in the GEM
and MAGNET, Qussy is at least thirty years out of date. He is the 'knut
of the early twentieth century or even the 'masher' of the nineties ('Ba
Jove, deah boy!' and 'Wally, | shall be obliged to give you a feahful
thwashin'!'), the nonocl ed idiot who made good on the fields of Mns and
Le Gateau. And his evident popularity goes to show how deep the
snob-appeal of this type is. English people are extrenely fond of the
titled ass (cf. Lord Peter Wnscy) who always turns up trunps in the
nonent of emergency. Here is a letter fromone of Gussy's girl adnmirers;

| think you're too hard on Gussy. | wonder he's still In existence, the
way you treat him He's ny hero. Did you know | wite lyrics? How s this
--to the tune of' Goody Goody'?

Gonna get ny gas-nmask, join the ARP

"Cos |'mwise to all those bonmbs you drop on ne.
Gonna dig nyself a trench

I nsi de the garden fence

Gonna seal nmy windows up with tin

So the tear gas can't get in;

Gonna park my cannon right outside the kerb
Wth a note to Adolf Hitler: 'Don't disturb!’
And if | never fall in Nazi hands

That's soon enough for me

Gonna get ny gas-nmask, join the ARP

P.S.--Do you get on well with girls?

| quote this in full because (dated April 1939) it is interesting as
bei ng probably the earliest nention of Hitler in the GEM |In the GEM
there is also a heroic fat boy. Fatty Wnn, as a set-off against Bunter.
Vernon-Sm th, 'the Bounder of the Renove', a Byronic character, always on
the verge of the sack, is another great favourite. And even sonme of the
cads probably have their follow ng. Loder, for instance, 'the rotter of
the Sixth', is a cad, but he is also a highbrow and gi ven to saying
sarcastic things about football and the teamspirit. The boys of the
Renove only think himall the nore of a cad for this, but a certain type
of boy would probably identify with him Even Racke, Grooke & Co. are
probably admred by small boys who think it diabolically wi cked to snoke
cigarettes. (A frequent question in the correspondence col um; ' What
brand of cigarettes does Racke smoke?')

Naturally the politics of the GEM and MAGNET are Conservative, but in a
conpletely pre-1914 style, with no Fascist tinge. In reality their basic
political assunptions are two: nothing ever changes, and foreigners are
funny. In the GEM of 1939 Frenchnen are still Froggies and Italians are
still Dagoes. Myssoo, the French master at Geyfriars, is the usua
coni c- paper Frog, with pointed beard, pegtop trousers, etc. Inky, the

I ndi an boy, though a rajah, and therefore possessing snob-appeal, is also
the com ¢ babu of the PUNCH tradition. ("The rowful ness is not the

proper caper, my esteened Bob," said Inky. "Let dogs delight in the

bar kf ul ness and biteful ness, but the soft answer is the cracked pitcher
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that goes longest to a bird in the bush, as the English proverb remarks.")
Fisher T. Fish is the old-style stage Yankee ("Waal, | guess", etc.)
dating froma peroid of Anglo-Anerican jeal ousy. Win Lung, the
Chi nese boy (he has rather faded out of |late, no doubt because sone of
the MAGNET' S readers are Straits Chinese), is the nineteenth-century
pant om me Chi naman, with saucer-shaped hat, pigtail and pidgin-English.
The assunption all along is not only that foreigners are conics who are
put there for us to laugh at, but that they can be classified in nuch the
same way as insects. That is why in all boys' papers, not only the GEM
and MAGNET, a Chinese is invariably portrayed with a pigtail. It is the
thing you recognize himby, |ike the Frenchman's beard or the Italian's
barrel -organ. In papers of this kind it occasionally happens that when
the setting of a story is in a foreign country sonme attenpt is made to
descri be the natives as individual human beings, but as a rule it is
assuned that foreigners of any one race are all alike and will conform
nore or |less exactly to the follow ng patterns:

FRENCHMAN: Excitable. Wears beard, gesticulates wldly.
SPANI ARD, Mexican, etc.: Sinister, treacherous.

ARAB, Afghan, etc.: Sinister, treacherous.

CHI NESE: Sinister, treacherous. \Wars pigtail

| TALI AN: Excitable. Ginds barrel-organ or carries stiletto.
SWEDE, Dane, etc.: Kind-hearted, stupid.

NEGRO Comic, very faithful.

The working classes only enter into the GEM and MAGNET as comnics or

sem -villains (race-course touts, etc.). As for class-friction, trade

uni oni sm strikes, slunps, unenploynent, Fascismand civil war--not a
mention. Somewhere or other in the thirty years' issue of the two papers
you m ght perhaps find the word ' Socialism, but you would have to | ook a
long time for it. If the Russian Revolution is anywhere referred to, it
will be indirectly, in the word 'Bol shy' (neaning a person of violent

di sagreeabl e habits). Hitler and the Nazis are just beginning to make
their appearance, in the sort of reference | quoted above. The war-crisis
of Septenber 1938 made just enough inpression to produce a story in which
M Vernon-Smith, the Bounder's millionaire father, cashed in on the
general panic by buying up country houses in order to sell themto 'crisis
scuttlers'. But that is probably as near to noticing the European situation
as the GEM and MAGNET will come, until the war actually starts.

That does not nean that these papers are unpatriotic--quite the

contrary! Throughout the Great War the GEM and MAGNET were perhaps the
nost consistently and cheerfully patriotic papers in England. Al nost
every week the boys caught a spy or pushed a conchy into the army, and
during the rationing period ' EAT LESS BREAD was printed in large type on
every page. But their patriotismhas nothing whatever to do with
power-politics or 'ideological' warfare. It is nore akin to famly
loyalty, and actually it gives one a valuable clue to the attitude of

ordi nary peopl e, especially the huge untouched bl ock of the middle class
and the better-off working class. These people are patriotic to the

m ddl e of their bones, but they do not feel that what happens in foreign
countries is any of their business. Wien England is in danger they rally
to its defence as a matter of course, but in between-tines they are not
interested. After all, England is always in the right and Engl and al ways
Wi ns, so why worry? It is an attitude that has been shaken during the
past twenty years, but not so deeply as is sometines supposed. Failure to
understand it is one of the reasons why Left Wng political parties are
sel dom abl e to produce an acceptable foreign policy.

The nental world of the GEM and MAGNET, therefore, is sonething |ike
t hi s:
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The year is 1910--or 1940, but it is all the same. You are at
Geyfriars, a rosy-cheeked boy of fourteen in posh tailor-made clothes,
sitting down to tea in your study on the Renpve passage after an exciting
gane of football which was won by an odd goal in the last half-mnute.
There is a cosy fire in the study, and outside the wind is whistling. The
ivy clusters thickly round the old grey stones. The King is on his throne
and the pound is worth a pound. Over in Europe the comic foreigners are
j abbering and gesticulating, but the grimgrey battleships of the British
Fl eet are steanming up the Channel and at the outposts of Enpire the
nonocl ed Englishmen are holding the niggers at bay. Lord Mul everer has
just got another fiver and we are all settling down to a trenendous tea
of sausages, sardines, crunpets, potted meat, jam and doughnuts. After
tea we shall sit round the study fire having a good laugh at Billy Bunter
and di scussing the team for next week's match agai nst Rook-wood
Everything is safe, solid and unquesti onable. Everything will be the
samefor ever and ever. That approximately is the atnosphere

But now turn fromthe GEM and MAGNET to the nore up-to-date papers which
have appeared since the Great War. The truly significant thing is that
they have nore points of resenmblance to the GEM and MAGNET than points of
difference. But it is better to consider the differences first.

There are eight of these newer papers, the MODEM BOY, TRI UMPH, CHAMPI ON
W ZARD, ROVER, SKI PPER, HOTSPUR and ADVENTURE. All of these have appeared
since the Great War, but except for the MODERN BOY none of themis |ess
than five years old. Two papers which ought also to be nentioned briefly
here; though they are not strictly in the sane class as the rest, are the
DETECTI VE WEEKLY and the THRILLER, both owned by the Amal ganated Press.
The DETECTI VE WEEKLY has taken over Sexton Bl ake. Both of these papers
adnmit a certain ambunt of sex-interest into their stories, and though
certainly read by boys; they are not ainmed at them exclusively. Al the
ot hers are boys' papers pure and sinple, and they are sufficiently alike
to be considered together. There does not seemto be any notable

di fference between Thonmson's publications and those of the Amal gamat ed
Press.

As soon. as one |ooks at these papers one sees their technical
superiority to the GEM and MAGNET. To begin with, they have the great
advant age of not being witten entirely by one person. |Instead of one

| ong conplete story, a nunmber of the W ZARD or HOTSPUR consists of half a
dozen or nmore serials, none of which goes on for ever. Consequently there
is far nore variety and far |ess paddi ng, and none of the tiresone
stylization and faceti ousness of the GEM and MAGNET. Look at these two
extracts, for exanple:

Billy Bunter groaned.

A quarter of an hour had el apsed out of the two hours that Bunter was
booked for extra French.

In a quarter of an hour there were only fifteen nminutes! But every one of
those m nutes seened inordinately long to Bunter. They seemed to crawl by
like tired snails.

Looking at the clock in Classroom No. 10 the fat OM could hardly believe
that only fifteen minutes had passed. It seenmed nore |like fifteen hours,
if not fifteen days!

O her fellows were in extra French as well as Bunter. They did not
matter. Bunter did! (The Magnet)

* *x %
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After a terrible clinb, hacking out handholds in the snmooth ice every
step of the way up. Sergeant Lionheart Logan of the Munties was now
clinging like a human fly to the face of an icy cliff, as snooth and
treacherous as a giant pane of gl ass.

An Arctic blizzard, in all its fury, was buffeting his body, driving the
bl i nding snow into his face, seeking to tear his fingers |oose fromtheir
handhol ds and dash himto death on the jagged boul ders which lay at the
foot of the cliff a hundred feet bel ow

Crouchi ng anong those boul ders were el even villainous trappers who had
done their best to shoot down Lionheart and his conpanion, Constable Jim
Rogers--until the blizzard had blotted the two Muunties out of sight
from bel ow. (The W zard)

The second extract gets you sone distance with the story, the first takes
a hundred words to tell you that Bunter is in the detention class.

Mor eover, by not concentrating on school stories (in point of numbers the
school story slightly predominates in all these papers, except the

THRI LLER and DETECTI VE WEEKLY), the W ZARD, HOTSPUR, etc., have far
greater opportunities for sensationalism Merely | ooking at the cover
illustrations of the papers which | have on the table in front of ne,
here are some of the things | see. On one a cowboy is clinging by his
toes to the wing of an aeroplane in md-air and shooti ng down anot her
aeropl ane with his revolver. On another a Chinese is swiming for his
life down a sewer with a swarm of ravenous-|ooking rats swiming after
him On another an engineer is lighting a stick of dynanite while a stee
robot feels for himwith its claws. On another a man in airman's costune
is fighting barehanded against a rat sonewhat |arger than a donkey. On
anot her a nearly naked man of terrific muscul ar devel opment has j ust
seized a lion by the tail and flung it thirty yards over the wall of an
arena, with the words, 'Take back your blooming lion!" Clearly no schoo
story can conpete with this kind of thing. Fromtine to tine the schoo
buil di ngs may catch fire or the French naster may turn out to be the head
of an international anarchist gang, but in a general way the interest

must centre round cricket, school rivalries, practical jokes, etc. There
is not much room for bonbs, death-rays, sub-nachine guns, aeropl anes,

nmust angs, octopuses, grizzly bears or gangsters.

Exami nation of a |arge nunber of these papers shows that, putting aside
school stories, the favourite subjects are Wld West, Frozen North,
Foreign Legion, crime (always fromthe detective's angle), the Geat \War
(Air Force or Secret Service, not the infantry), the Tarzan nmotif in

varying forns, professional football, tropical exploration, historical
romance (Robin Hood, Cavaliers and Round-heads, etc.) and scientific
invention. The WIld West still |eads, at any rate as a setting, though

the Red Indian seens to be fading out. The one thene that is really new
is the scientific one. Death-rays, Martians, invisible nen, robots,

heli copters and interplanetary rockets figure largely: here and there
there are even far-off runmours of psychotherapy and ductl ess gl ands.
Wereas the GEM and MAGNET derive from Di ckens and Kipling, the W ZARD,
CHAMPI ON, MODEM BOY, etc., owe a great deal to H G Wlls, who, rather
than Jules Verne, is the father of 'Scientifiction'. Naturally it is the
magi cal Martian aspect of science that is npst exploited, but one or two
papers include serious articles on scientific subjects, besides
quantities of informative snippets. (Exanples: 'A Kauri tree in

Queensl and, Australia, is over 12,000 years old'; 'Nearly 50, 000

t hunderstornms occur every day'; 'Heliumgas costs £1 per 1000 cubic
feet'; 'There are over 500 varieties of spiders in Great Britain'
'London firenen use 14,000,000 gal |l ons of water annually', etc., etc.)
There is a marked advance in intellectual curiosity and, on the whole, in
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the demand made on the reader's attention. In practice the GEM and MAGNET
and the post-war papers are read by nmuch the same public, but the mental
age ainmed at seens to have risen by a year or two years--an inprovenent
probably corresponding to the inprovenent in elenmentary education since
1909.

The other thing that has enmerged in the post-war boys' papers, though not
to anything |ike the extent one would expect, is bully-worship and the
cult of violence.

I f one conpares the GEM and MAGNET with a genui nely nodern paper, the
thing that imediately strikes one is the absence of the |eader-principle.
There is no central domi nating character; instead there are fifteen

or twenty characters, all nmore or |less on an equality, w th whom

readers of different types can identify. In the nore nodem papers

this is not usually the case. Instead of identifying with a school boy of
nore or less his own age, the reader of the SKIPPER, HOTSPUR, etc., is
led to identify with a Grman, with a Foreign Legionary, with sonme vari ant
of Tarzan, with an air ace, a nmaster spy, an explorer, a pugilist--at

any rate with sonme single all-powerful character who dom nates everyone
about hi m and whose usual method of solving any problemis a sock on the
jaw. This character is intended as a superman, and as physical strength
is the formof power that boys can best understand, he is usually a sort
of human gorilla; in the Tarzan type of story he is sonetinmes actually a
giant, eight or ten feet high. At the same tinme the scenes of violence in
nearly all these stories are remarkably harm ess and unconvi nci ng. There
is a great difference in tone between even the nost bl oodthirsty English
paper and the threepenny Yank Mags, FICGHT STORIES, ACTION STORIES, etc.
(not strictly boys' papers, but largely read by boys). In the Yank Mags
you get real blood-lust, really gory descriptions of the all-in,
junp-on-his-testicles style fighting, witten in a jargon that has been
perfected by people who brood end-lessly on viol ence. A paper |ike FICGHT
STORIES, for instance, would have very little appeal except to sadists
and masochi sts. You can see the conparative gentleness of the English
civilization by the amateurish way in which prize-fighting is always
described in the boys' weeklies. There is no specialized vocabul ary. Look
at these four extracts, two English, two Anmerican;

When t he gong sounded, both nmen were breathing heavily and each had great
red marks on his chest. Bill's chin was bl eeding, and Ben had a cut over
his right eye.

Into their corners they sank, but when the gong cl anged again they were
up swiftly, and they went like tigers at each other. (ROVER)

* x %

He wal ked in stolidly and smashed a clublike right to ny face. Bl ood
spattered and | went back on ny heels, but surged in and ripped ny right
under the heart. Another right smashed full on Ben's already battered
nmout h, and, spitting out the fragments of a tooth, he crashed a flailing
left to ny body. (FIGHT STORI ES)

* * %
It was anmazing to watch the Bl ack Panther at work. His nuscles rippled

and slid under his dark skin. There was all the power and grace of a
giant cat in his swift and terrible onsl aught.

He vol l eyed blows with a bewi |l dering speed for so huge a fellow In a
nonent Ben was sinply blocking with his gloves as well as he could. Ben
was really a past-master of defence. He had many fine victories behind
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him But the Negro's rights and | efts crashed through openings that
hardly any other fighter could have found. (W ZARD)

* x %

Haymaker s whi ch packed the bl udgeoni ng wei ght of forest nonarchs crashing
down under the ax hurled into the bodies of the two heavies as they
swapped punches. (FI GHT STORI ES)

Noti ce how much nore know edgeabl e the American extracts sound. They are
witten for devotees of the prize-ring, the others are not. Also, it
ought to be enphasized that on its level the noral code of the English
boys' papers is a decent one. Crinme and di shonesty are never held up to
adnmiration, there is none of the cynicismand corruption of the Anerican
gangster story. The huge sale of the Yank Mags in Engl and shows that
there is a demand for that kind of thing, but very few English witers
seem abl e to produce it. Wen hatred of Hitler becane a najor enotion in
Anerica, it was interesting to see how pronptly "anti-Fascism was
adapted to pornographi c purposes by the editors of the Yank Mags. One
magazi ne which | have in front of ne is given up to a long, conplete
story, '\When Hell Game to Anerica', in which the agents of a

' bl ood- maddened European dictator' are trying to conquer the U . S.A wth
deat h-rays and invisible aeroplanes. There is the frankest appeal to
sadi sm scenes in which the Nazis tie bonbs to wonmen's backs and fling
them of f heights to watch them blown to pieces in md-air, others in
which they tie naked girls together by their hair and prod themwth

kni ves to nake them dance, etc., etc. The editor coments solemly on al
this, and uses it as a plea for tightening up restrictions against

i mm grants. On anot her page of the sanme paper: 'LIVES OF THE HOTCHA
CHORUS G RLS. Reveals all the intimte secrets and fascinating pastines
of the fampus Broadway Hotcha girls. NOTH NG IS OM TTED. Price 10c.' 'HOW
TO LOVE. 10c.' 'FRENCH PHOTO RING 25c.' ' NAUGHTY NUDI ES TRANSFERS. From
the outside of the glass you see a beautiful girl, innocently dressed
Turn it around and | ook through the glass and oh! what a difference! Set
of 3 transfers 25c.,' etc., etc., etc. There is nothing at all like this
in any English paper likely to be read by boys. But the process of

Anmeri canization is going on all the same. The Anerican ideal, the
"he-man', the 'tough guy', the gorilla who puts everything right by
socki ng everybody on the jaw, now figures in probably a majority of boys
papers. In one serial now running in the SKIPPER he is al ways portrayed
om nously enough, swi nging a rubber truncheon.

The devel opment of the W ZARD, HOTSPUR, etc., as against the earlier
boys' papers, boils down to this: better technique, nore scientific
i nterest, nore bl oodshed, nore | eader-worship. But, after all, it is the

LACK of devel opnent that is the really striking thing

To begin with, there is no political devel opnent whatever. The world of
the SKI PPER and the CHAMPION is still the pre-1914 world of the MAGNET
and the GEM The WIld West story, for instance, with its cattle-rustlers,
l ynch-1aw and ot her paraphernalia belonging to the eighties, is a
curiously archaic thing. It is worth noticing that in papers of this type
it is always taken for granted that adventures only happen at the ends of
the earth, in tropical forests, in Arctic wastes, in African deserts, on
Western prairies, in Chinese opiumdens--everywhere in fact, except the
pl aces where things really DO happen. That is a belief dating fromthirty
or forty years ago, when the new continents were in process of being
opened up. Nowadays, of course, if you really want adventure, the place
to look for it is in Europe. But apart fromthe picturesque side of the
Great War, contenporary history is carefully excluded. And except that
Ameri cans are now adnired instead of being | aughed at, foreigners are
exactly the same figures of fun that they always were. |If a Chinese
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character appears, he is still the sinister pigtailed opiumsnuggler of
Sax Rohner; no indication that things have been happening in China since
1912--no indication that a war is going on there, for instance. If a
Spani ard appears, he is still a 'dago’ or 'greaser' who rolls cigarettes
and stabs people in the back; no indication that things have been
happening in Spain. Hitler and the Nazis have not yet appeared, or are
barely making their appearance. There will be plenty about themin a
little while, but it will be froma strictly patriotic angle (Britain
versus Germany), with the real meaning of the struggle kept out of sight
as much as possible. As for the Russian Revolution, it is extrenely
difficult to find any reference to it in any of these papers. Wen Russia
is mentioned at all it is usually in an information snippet (exanple:
"There are 29,000 centenarians in the USSR '), and any reference to
the Revolution is indirect and twenty years out of date. In one story in
the ROVER, for instance, sonebody has a tame bear, and as it is a Russian
bear, it is nicknaned Trotsky--obviously an echo of the 1917-23 period
and not of recent controversies. The clock has stopped at 1910. Britannia
rul es the waves, and no one has heard of slunps, boons, unenpl oynent,

di ct at orshi ps, purges or concentration canps.

And in social outlook there is hardly any advance. The snobbi shness is
somewhat | ess open than in the GEM and MAGNET--that is the npst one can
possi bly say. To begin with, the school story, always partly dependent on
snob-appeal, is by no neans elimnated. Every nunber of a boys' paper

i ncl udes at |east one school story, these stories slightly outnunmbering
the Wld Westerns. The very el aborate fantasy-life of the GEM and MAGNET
is not initated and there is nore enphasis on extraneous adventure, but
the social atnosphere (old grey stones) is nuch the same. Wen a new
school is introduced at the beginning of a story we are often told in
just those words that 'it was a very posh school'. Fromtinme to tinme a
story appears which is ostensibly directed AGAI NST snobbery. The

schol arshi p-boy (cf. Tom Redwi ng in the MAGNET) nakes fairly frequent
appear ances, and what is essentially the sane thenme is sonetines
presented in this form there is great rivalry between two schools, one
of which considers itself nore 'posh' than the other, and there are
fights, practical jokes, football matches, etc., always ending in the

di sconfiture of the snobs. |f one glances very superficially at sonme of
these stories it is possible to imgine that a denpocratic spirit has
crept into the boys' weeklies, but when one | ooks nore closely one sees
that they nmerely reflect the bitter jeal ousies that exist within the
white-collar class. Their real function is to allow the boy who goes to a
cheap private school (NOT a Council school) to feel that his school is
just as 'posh' in the sight of God as Wnchester or Eton. The sentinent
of school loyalty ('W're better than the fellows down the road' ), a
thing al most unknown to the real working class, is still kept up. As
these stories are witten by many different hands, they do, of course
vary a good deal in tone. Some are reasonably free from snobbi shness, in
ot hers noney and pedigree are exploited even nore shanel essly than in the
GEM and MAGNET. |In one that | came across an actual MAJORITY of the boys
mentioned were titled

Wher e worki ng-cl ass characters appear, it is usually either as comcs

(j okes about tranps, convicts, etc.), or as prize-fighters, acrobats,
cowboys, professional footballers and Forei gn Legionaries--in other
words, as adventurers. There is no facing of the facts about

wor ki ng-class life, or, indeed, about WORKING |life of any description.
Very occasionally one may come across a realistic description of, say,
work in a coal-mne, but in all probability it will only be there as the
background of some lurid adventure. In any case the central character is
not likely to be a coal-mner. Nearly all the tinme the boy who reads

t hese papers--in nine cases out often a boy who is going to spend his
life working in a shop, in a factory or in sonme subordinate job in an
office--is led to identify with people in positions of conmrand, above
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all with people who are never troubled by shortage of noney. The Lord
Peter Wnsey figure, the seenming idiot who drawl s and wears a nonocl e but
is always to the fore in nmoments of danger, turns up over and over again.
(This character is a great favourite in Secret Service stories.) And, as
usual , the heroic characters all have to talk B.B.C.; they may talk
Scottish or Irish or Anmerican, but no one in a star part is ever
pernmtted to drop an aitch. Here it is worth conparing the socia
at nosphere of the boys' weeklies with that of the wonmen's weeklies, the
ORACLE, the FAM LY STAR, PEG S PAPER, etc.

The wonen's papers are ained at an ol der public and are read for the npst
part by girls who are working for a living. Consequently they are on the
surface much nore realistic. It is taken for granted, for exanple, that
nearly everyone has to live in a big town and work at a nore or |ess dul
job. Sex, so far from being taboo, is THE subject. The short, conplete
stories, the special feature of these papers, are generally of the 'cane
the dawn' type: the heroine narrowy escapes |osing her '"boy' to a
designing rival, or the 'boy' |loses his job and has to postpone marriage,
but presently gets a better job. The changeling-fantasy (a girl brought
up in a poor hone is 'really' the child of rich parents) is another
favourite. \Where sensationalismconmes in, usually in the serials, it
arises out of the nore donestic type of crime, such as bigany, forgery or
sonmetinmes murder; no Martians, death-rays or international anarchist
gangs. These papers are at any rate aimng at credibility, and they have
alink with real life in their correspondence col utms, where genui ne
probl ens are being di scussed. Ruby M Ayres's colum of advice in the
ORACLE, for instance, is extrenely sensible and well witten. And yet the
worl d of the ORACLE and PEG S PAPER is a pure fantasy-world. It is the
same fantasy all the time; pretending to be richer than you are. The
chief inpression that one carries away from al nost every story in these
papers is of a frightful, overwhelning 'refinenment'. Ostensibly the
characters are working-class people, but their habits, the interiors of
their houses, their clothes, their outlook and, above all, their speech
arc entirely mddle class. They are all living at several pounds a week
above their income. And needless to say, that is just the iInpression that
is intended. The idea is to give the bored factory-girl or worn-out

not her of five a dreamlife in which she pictures herself--not actually
as a duchess (that convention has gone out) but as, say, the wife of a
bank- manager. Not only is a five-to-six-pound-a-week standard of |ife set
up as the ideal, but it is tacitly assuned that that is how working-class
people really DO live. The major facts arc sinply not faced. It is
admtted, for instance, that people sonetinmes |ose their jobs; but then
the dark clouds roll away and they get better jobs instead. No nention of
un- enpl oynent as sonet hi ng permanent and inevitable, no nmention of the
dol e, no nmention of trade unionism No suggestion anywhere that there can
be anything wong with the system AS A SYSTEM there arc only individua
m sfortunes, which are generally due to sonmebody's wi ckedness and can in
any case be put right in the |ast chapter. Always the dark clouds rol
away, the kind enployer raises Alfred s wages, and there are jobs for
everybody except the drunks. It is still the world of the WZARD and the
GEM except that there are orange-bl ossons instead of nmachi ne-guns.

The outl ook inculcated by all these papers is that of a rather
exceptionally stupid menber of the Navy League in the year 1910. Yes, it
may be said, but what does it matter? And in any case, what else do you
expect ?

O course 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 nore or less renmote fromreal life. But, as | have
tried to nake clear, the unreality of the WZARD and the GEMis not so
artless as it |ooks. These papers exist because of a specialized demand
because boys at certain ages find it necessary to read about Marti ans,
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deat h-rays, grizzly bears and gangsters. They get what they are |ooking
for, but they get it wapped up in the illusions which their future
enmpl oyers think suitable for them To what extent people draw their ideas
fromfiction is disputable. Personally | believe that npost people are
i nfl uenced far nore than they would care to admit by novels, seria
stories, filnms and so forth, and that fromthis point of view the worst
books are often the nost inportant, because they are usually the ones
that are read earliest inlife. It is probable that many people who woul d
consi der thensel ves extrenely sophisticated and 'advanced' are actually
carrying through life an imgi nati ve background which they acquired in
chil dhood from (for instance) Sapper and lan Hay. If that is so, the
boys' twopenny weeklies are of the deepest inportance. Here is the stuff
that is read somewhere between the ages of twelve and eighteen by a very
| arge proportion, perhaps an actual majority, of English boys, including
many who will never read anything el se except newspapers; and along with
it they are absorbing a set of beliefs which would be regarded as
hopel essly out of date in the Central O fice of the Conservative Party.
Al the better because it is done indirectly, there is being punped into
them the conviction that the major problems of our tine do not exist,
that there is nothing wong with LAl SSEZ- FAI RE capitalism that
foreigners are un-inportant conmics and that the British Enmpire is a sort
of charity-concern which will last for ever. Considering who owns these
papers, it is difficult to believe that this is un-intentional. O the
twel ve papers | have been discussing (i.e. twelve including the THRI LLER
and DETECTI VE WEEKLY) seven are the property of the Amal gamated Press,
which is one of the biggest press-conmbines in the world and controls nore
than a hundred different papers. The GEM and MAGNET, therefore, are
closely linked up with the DAILY TELEGRAPH and the FINANCI AL TIMES. This
initself would be enough to rouse certain suspicions, even if it were
not obvious that the stories in the boys' weeklies are politically
vetted. So it appears that if you feel the need of a fantasy-life in
which you travel to Mars and fight Iions bare-handed (and what boy
doesn't?), you can only have it by delivering yourself over, nentally, to
people like Lord Canrose. For there is no conpetition. Throughout the
whol e of this run of papers the differences are negligible, and on this
I evel no others exist. This raises the question, why is there no such
thing as a | eft-wi ng boys' paper?

At first glance such an idea nerely makes one slightly sick. It is so
horribly easy to imagi ne what a |left-w ng boys' paper would be like, if
it existed. | remenber in 1920 or 1921 some optinistic person handing
round Conmuni st tracts among a crowd of public-school boys. The tract |
recei ved was of the question-and-answer kind:

Q. 'Can a Boy Communi st be a Boy Scout, Conrade?

A. ' No, Conrade.'
Q. "Wy, Conrade?
A. 'Because, Conrade, a Boy Scout nust salute the Union Jack, which is

t he synbol of tyranny and oppression,' etc., etc.

Now suppose that at this noment sonebody started a | eft-w ng paper

del i berately ained at boys of twelve or fourteen. | do not suggest that
the whole of its contents would be exactly like the tract | have quoted
above, but does anyone doubt that they would be SOVETHI NG like it?

I nevitably such a paper would either consist of dreary up-lift or it
woul d be under Communi st influence and given over to adul ati on of Sovi et
Russia; in either case no normal boy would ever |ook at it. Hi ghbrow
literature apart, the whole of the existing left-wing Press, in so far as
it is at all vigorously '"left', is one long tract. The one Soci ali st
paper in England which could live a week on its merits AS A PAPER is the
DAI LY HERALD: and how nuch Socialismis there in the DAILY HERALD? At
this moment, therefore, a paper with a 'left' slant and at the sanme tine
likely to have an appeal to ordinary boys in their teens is sonething
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al nost beyond hoping for.

But it does not followthat it is inpossible. There is no clear reason
why every adventure story should necessarily be nixed up with

snobbi shness and gutter patriotism For, after all, the stories in the
HOTSPUR and the MODERN BOY are not Conservative tracts; they are nerely
adventure stories with a Conservative bias. It is fairly easy to inmagi ne
the process being reversed. It is possible, for instance, to imgine a
paper as thrilling and lively as the HOTSPUR, but w th subject-matter and
"ideology' alittle nore up to date. It is even possible (though this

rai ses other difficulties) to imagine a wonen's paper at the sane
literary level as the ORACLE, dealing in approximtely the sanme kind of
story, but taking rather nore account of the realities of working-class
life. Such things have been done before, though not in England. In the

| ast years of the Spanish npbnarchy there was a | arge output in Spain of
left-wing novel ettes, some of them evidently of anarchist origin.
Unfortunately at the tine when they were appearing | did not see their
soci al significance, and | lost the collection of themthat | had, but no
doubt copies would still be procurable. In get-up and style of story they
were very similar to the English fourpcnny novel ette, except that their
inspiration was 'left'. If, for instance, a story described police

pur sui ng anarchi sts through the mountains, it would be fromthe point of
vi ew of the anarchist and not of the police. An exanple nearer to hand is
the Soviet film CHAPAI EV, which has been shown a number of times in
London. Technically, by the standards of the tine when it was nade,
CHAPAIEV is a first-rate film but mentally, in spite of the unfamliar
Russi an background, it is not so very renote from Hol |l ywood. The one
thing that lifts it out of the ordinary is the remarkabl e perfornmance by
the actor who takes the part of the White officer (the fat one)--a
performance which | ooks very like an inspired piece of gaggi ng. O herw se
the atnosphere is famliar. Al the usual paraphernalia is there--heroic
fi ght agai nst odds, escape at the |last nonment, shots of gall oping horses,
love interest, comic relief. The filmis in fact a fairly ordi nary one,
except that its tendency is 'left'. In a Hollywod filmof the Russian
Civil War the Whites woul d probably be angels and the Reds denons. In the
Russi an version the Reds are angels and the Wites denmons. That is also a
lie, but, taking the long view, it is a less pernicious lie than the

ot her.

Here several difficult problens present thenselves. Their general nature

i s obvious enough, and | do not want to discuss them | amnerely
pointing to the fact that, in England, popular inmaginative literature is
a field that | eft-wi ng thought has never begun to enter. ALL fiction from
the novels in the nushroomlibraries downwards is censored in the

interests of the ruling class. And boys' fiction above all, the
bl ood- and-t hunder stuff which nearly every boy devours at sone tine or
other, is sodden in the worst illusions of 1910. The fact is only

uni nportant if one believes that what is read in childhood | eaves no
i mpressi on behind. Lord Canrose and his coll eagues evidently believe
not hi ng of the kind, and, after all, Lord Canrose ought to know.
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