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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the representation and reception of gender in British

children’s reading material during the 1940s and 1950s. Chapter One traces the
methods and concepts I have used to investigate an audience history of reading. The
relationship between gender and memory in oral history and the uses of audience
reception theory are considered. Chapter Two considers schoolboy story papers and
comics and the tension between middle-class and working-class masculinities
presented in the matenal. Chapter Three focuses on the changing representations of

femininity in three groups of material for girls: the schoolgirl story paper and comic;

‘erotic bloods’; and women’s service magazines.

Chapters Four and Five reposition the actual readers at the centre of the text
using oral testimony gathered in Glasgow and Mass-Observation replies to a
directive on childhood reading. Chapter Four focuses on the memories of male
narrators’ reading experiences as young boys. The chapter considers the relationship
between class and masculinity as experienced and identified by the readers in
response to characters from the story papers and comics. Chapter Five is divided into
two sections. The first considers women’s memories of reading story papers and
comics intended for both schoolgirls and schoolboys. The second section considers
women’s memories of reading older women’s magazines at a young age to negotiate
the transition from girlhood to womanhood. In addition Chapters Four and Five
reflect upon wider activities associated with reading such as the acquisition of
papers, the place of reading and the games and roles developed from the material.

The gendered myth systems surrounding the activity of reading and how female and

male readers negotiated, accepted and rejected these myths are also considered.

In conclusion this thesis addresses the relative ‘absence’ of children’s reading

culture from earlier work in cultural historical studies, a cross-gendered

consideration of popular childhood reading material and the wider relationship

between gender and memory in oral history.
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CHAPTER 1

Methods and Concepts



Audiences are very active at the moment. From the X-Factor on ITV to
Strictly Come Dancing on BBC and Channel 4’s Big Brother, television audiences
are encouraged to take an active role in determining the final result of the
competition by phoning in and voting for their favourite singer, dancing couple or
housemate. Reading (and by association listening) audiences have also been invited
to cast their votes. BBC Radio 4’s Woman’s Hour recently ran a competition to find
the top ten books that have ‘changed the way’ women look at themselves (or men’s
understanding of women).' The “Women’s Watershed Fiction” competition
attempted something different from the annual Man Booker Prize Award and stepped
beyond the BBC’s Big Read campaign of 2003. The traditional critic or author did
not judge the watershed competition and the short list did not have celebrities
championing each title. Instead, the contest focused on the opinions and experiences
of actual female (and male) readers. The radio audience could listen live, or catch up
on the website, to programmes where readers detailed why they were supporting a
particular book and how that book had had an influence on their lives.

Audiences are also beginning to take centre stage in historical studies: the
British Film Institute is gathering cinema audiences’ memories from 1920 to 1960;
the British Library is currently collecting oral histories of theatre audiences in Britain
between 1945 and 1968 and the National Fairground Archive includes an extensive
collection of fair-goers’ reminiscences of shows.? Concern has shifted from the
spectacle to the viewer. Audiences are no longer considered passive recipients of
predetermined media messages. The question is not what did the media do to the
audience but what did the audience do with the media? This is also the case with
- reading audiences. Within many literary studies the relationship between a text and a
reader has traditionally been conceptualised by textual analyses without considering
the social audience. More recently, within cultural studies, contemporary audiences’
reception of popular fiction has been explored.’ There are, however, few

investigations of actual historical reading audiences.

' www.bbe.co.uk/radiod/womanshour/2004 37 tue 01.shtml

2 www.bfi.org.uk/; www.bl.uk/projects/theatrearchive/homepage. html; www.shef.ac.uk/nfa/.
* T. Modelski, Loving With A Vengeance: Mass-Produced Fantasies for Women (London, 1982); J.

Radway, Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy and Popular Literature (London, 1984).



This thesis focuses on audiences of British juvenile popular literature
between 1930 and 1967. I began by trying to locate memories of childhood reading
in Paul Thompson’s collection, The Edwardians: Family Life and Work Experience
before 1918, to see if and how people recalled their childhood reading experiences.
The interview schedule for that project included the question ‘Were there any books
in the house?’ To which there was a variety of replies. For example Stanley Bailey, a
carpenter born in 1892, recalled that he

Always used to buy Comic Cuts, Chips, Tom Merry, Sexton
Blake. Always had, we had, you know, Tom Merry, as, I
think it’s, 1it’s Billy Bunter and all them sort of lot of things
you see [...] all had their own characters and when they
come out we all used to have ‘em, used to pass ‘em round.

See we had a fine time. Well... I used to buy them myself

because I used to, buy the, my mother used to give me
enough money to go down the, The Tottenham and Weekly
Herald oflice where they used to print the weekly paper,
buy so many, you got so much for a shilling, you got two or
three extra, which you made your money out of... I used to
go down Bruce Grove station and sell these, about half past

six in the morning, sell these papers, get the odd money out
and she, mother, what I made my mother used to give me

SO many coppers back...*
In contrast Mrs Lambert, born in 1902 and whose father owned a business,
‘wasn’t allowed to read newspapers. I used to occasionally, but I wasn’t supposed
to because you didn’t read about murders and sex and things [...] I wasn’t
allowed to read any books either, unless, I showed them to them [her parents] first
and got permission.” The testimonies in the Edwardian project did not relate to
my period of interest. However, they did highlight the agency of readers, the
richness of reading memories and the importance of considering different classes

and gendered experiences.

* P. Thompson, The Edwardians: Family Life and Work Experience before 1918. National Sound
Archive: QD1/FLWE/296]1
> The Edwardians: QD1/FLWE/MUC/2049



With this in mind I asked a male respondent who I had interviewed for a
previous project to take part in an in-depth pilot interview about his boyhood
experiences in order to explore further the idea and possibility of a reader-focused
oral history.® This pilot interview, which has been included for analysis in the thesis,
highlighted popular literature such as D.C. Thomson’s Rover (1922-1961) and
Wizard (1922-1963) as specific sources of masculine discourse, read by this narrator
in the 1940s.” After the pilot interview I familiarised myself with other story papers
and comics intended for boys which were common during that period.® At this point
textual analysis of the material was not carried out. The sole purpose of familiarising

myself with the story papers was to gain a basic knowledge of the material in order
to form and devise pertinent questions and aid understanding of the narrators’

testimonies.

I conducted five more interviews with men at this point. The style and format
of their narratives were similar. The narrators positioned their experiences of reading
in the wider context of boyhood and were often able to define what they read at
different ages. The narrators tended to focus on central characters and series from
specific comics, such as Alf Tupper, ‘The Tough of the Track’, from the Rover, or
Dan Dare, ‘Pilot of the Future’, from the Eagle (Hulton Press, 1950). The interviews
with the men highlighted a discrepancy between the intended readership and actual
readership of story papers for boys. Boys from different social backgrounds would, it

seemed, actively choose which story papers and comics to read and avoid. How

® Ronnie Paterson, 17 May 2002. Hilary Young, ‘Hard Man, New Man: An Oral History of
Masculinity in Glasgow, ¢. 1950 — 2000°, Unpublished Honours Dissertation, Department of History,
University of Strathclyde, 2001.

7 A central source of Victorian and Edwardian masculine discourse has been shown to be popular
literature. K. Boyd, Manliness and the Boys’ Story Paper in Britain: A Cultural History, 1853 — 1940
(Hampshire, 2003); R. Macdonald, ‘Reproducing the Middle-class Boy: From Punty to Patriotism in
the Boys’ Magazine, 1892 - 1914, Journal of Contemporary History, 24 (1989); P. Dunae, ‘Boys’
Literature and the Idea of Empire, 1870 - 1914°, Victorian Studies, 24 (1980).

® This thesis uses the terms story paper, comic and magazine to refer to different types of publication
for boys and girls. A story paper was a text based periodical of adventure, school stories or romance
stories which usually contained one illustration of each story. The term comic refers to ‘juxtaposed
pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce
an aesthetic response in the viewer’ S. McCloud, Understanding Comics: the Invisible Art (New
York, 1993), p. 9. The first British publication to use the term comic to refer to this style of
publication was Comic Cuts (Amalgamated Press 1890-1953). It also epitomised the other meaning of
comic and was funny. However, McCloud’s definition above splits form from content, defining
comics as a medium rather than a genre and attempts to quash assumptions that comics have to be

humorous. The term magazine refers to publications published weekly or monthly which carried
numerous advertisements for consumer durables.



each narrator recalled the different masculine ideals presented in each story paper or
comic emphasised an area of interest to me. The narrators appeared to engage with a
popular memory of characters such as Alf Tupper and Dan Dare.

Presentations of my preliminary analysis of the men’s interviews and the
boys’ story papers attracted considerable feedback and positive responses when
presented at conferences. Notable response came from older women who also
recalled reading the Eagle and other publications for boys. Readership surveys of the
period noted that boys’ publications did attract a significant female readership.’

However, histortans concerned with the cultural re-construction of girlhood

throughout the twentieth century have tended to focus solely on publications for
girls.w The cross-gendered reading of gender specific popular comics and magazines
in this period has not been addressed 1n the secondary literature. Following the
response and interest I received from women about the project, I was encouraged to
conduct pilot interviews with women about their girlhood reading.'’

The women’s narratives contrasted significantly with the men’s in terms of
the variety of material they had read as young girls. The narrative style that the
women used to talk about their childhood reading experiences was also different.
The women talked less about specific characters, and more about the gendered
dimension of their reading material as a whole. Age, as a specific marker of genre
and readership, was blurred in the women’s narratives and highlighted how using
only popular literature aimed at girls to re-construct a discourse of girlhood in the

mid twentieth century was difficult. Women’s magazines, such as The People's
Friend (DC Thomson, 1869), Red Letter (DC Thomson, 1899) and Woman (IPC,

1937), as well as boys’ popular literature, needed to be taken into account alongside
traditional publications such as the Girl’s Own Paper (Lutterworth Press, 1880) and
the Girls’ Crystal (Amalgamated Press, 1935).

? A. J. Jenkinson, What Do Boys and Girls Read? (London, 1940), p. 217.

‘9 P. Tinkler, Constructing Girlhood Popular Magazines for Girls Growing Up in England, 1920 -
1950 (London, 1995); Penny Summerfield noted that a number of women interviewed during her
research on education and gender recalled reading boys’ comics, ‘An Oral History of Schooling in
Lancashire 1900-1950: Gender, Class and Education’, History Workshop Journal, 15, 2 (1987), pp.
19-31; Mel Gibson addresses this issue specifically in ‘““You Can’t Read Them, They’re For Boys!”

British Girls, American Superhero Comics and Identity’, International Journal of Comic Art, 5, 1
(2003), pp. 305-324.

' Dorothy Bell, 27 October 2003, Jean Rankine, 5 August 2003.



The contrast of experiences and the difference between the male and female
narratives highlighted by the pilot interviews revealed that a cross-gendered
approach to a readership history of British children’s popular literature in the mid-
twentieth century would be valuable. A readership history that is sensitive to the
gendered perspectives on a leisure pursuit such as reading is timely. Untargeted
readers of popular literature are rarely addressed in historical analysis, whether they
are girls poring over boys’ comics, working-class people reading publications
intended for middle-class audiences, girls using women’s magazines or boys
surreptitiously perusing their mothers’ magazines. A gendered approach to oral
history is important and exciting as it shows the differences in men and women’s
experiences and how memories have been shaped by prevailing ideas of gender-
appropriate behaviour and values. Leydesdorff, Passerini and Thompson lamented in
1996 that ‘Cross-gender studies remain [...] regrettably rare, and very few feminists

or oral historians have approached the problem of gender and memory in this way.’'?

The Glasgow Childhood Reading Oral History Project

In-depth interviews were conducted with twenty-three people for the
Childhood Reading Oral History Project: this figure included twelve women, who
were born between 1921 and 1955, and eleven men born between 1919 and 1947.
Interviewees’ dates of birth range between 1919 and 1955, with the majonty
clustered between 1930 and 1945. A cut off year of 1945 was originally aimed at
since a number of titles ceased publication and new titles appeared in the 1950s and
early 1960s. Two people interviewed were born in the late 1940s and early 1950s and
provided a breadth of experience at the point at which the genre was changing.

Glasgow was chosen as the main location for the project primanly because
my previous research explored the construction of Glaswegian men’s 1dentities as
fathers and husbands. I wanted to complement this research by considering boyhood
masculinities in Glasgow. In addition, historical consideration of D.C. Thomson
publications for children in Scotland has been overlooked. George Moonie, editor of

various D.C. Thomson publications for boys and girls between 1930 and 1983,
explained that:

'2 “Introduction’ to S. Leydesdorf¥, L. Passerini, & P. Thompson (eds.), Gender and Memory (Oxford,
1996), p. 7.



We really had to gear... to the English market because that’s
where the large percentage of readership lay. If you look at the
middle belt of England, the industrial belt — Birmingham,
Wolverhampton, Manchester, Nottingham, Northampton — these
big places, very heavily populated, [were] your first target. Then
the south coast of England, a great place. Scotland was only six
million or so population; most of it was [in] London."
Despite the emphasis placed on the English market, D.C. Thomson periodicals did

find a market in both urban and rural Scottish environments. A number of people

were interviewed who did not grow up in Glasgow but moved to the city later. Their
experiences of reading in a different setting contrasted to the urban Glaswegian

experience and merit a more focused consideration than this thesis can allow. (For
demographic and biographical information of the narrators see Appendices 1 and 2).

A number of other research projects concerned with reading have recruited
respondents for in-depth interviews from libraries or from existing reading groups. '

I wanted to avoid limiting my sample to regular users of libraries and the implied

3

categories of ‘reader’, ‘literacy’ and ‘fandom’ attached to these in order to explore a

variety of reading experiences.'” Therefore, recruitment for the project was done in
three ways. Firstly, the Glasgow local press carried short articles about the project,
seeking respondents.'® Secondly, poster campaigns in both local libraries and
community centres in Glasgow were used. And thirdly, the Govan Reminiscence
Group and the West of Scotland and Glasgow Family History Society invited me to

present my research at their meetings and subsequently from the audiences a number

' Interview with George Moonie by Joseph McAleer, cited in J. McAleer, Popular Reading and
Publishing In Britain, 1914 — 1950 (Oxford, 1992), p. 168.

'4 Janice Radway recruited her respondents from one small town in America who all frequented the
same bookshop for Reading The Romance; Mairead Owen recruited readers from a public library,
‘Re-inventing Romance: Reading Popular Romantic Fiction’, Women'’s Studies International Forum,
20, 4 (1997), pp. 537-546.

" Henry Jenkins defines ‘fandom’ as a subculture surrounding a particular text and concludes that
‘fan culture differs in a qualitative way from the cultural experience of media consumption for the
bulk of the population’ and that ‘the fan audience is in no sense representative of the audience at large,
nor can we go from an understanding of a specific subculture to an account of the active spectator’,
Henry Jenkins, Textual Poachers: Television Fans and Participatory Culture (London, 1992), p. 286.
There are a number of comic discussion forums on the internet which provide a space for past and

current comic fans to discuss and reminisce about comics. However, they are heavily dominated by
male readers www.comicsuk.co.uk .

'° The Glasgow Evening Times, 12 December 2000; The Glaswegian, 23 November 2001.



of people volunteered to take part.!” A conscious effort was made when recruiting
respondents not to alienate people who had not read comics or magazines when
young or to stereotype a perceived idea of what they should have read as children.
This was to encourage a diversity of experiences. In order to attract both ‘readers’
and ‘non readers’ the focus of the project was explained initially to be childhood
activities and experiences attached to growing up in Glasgow.

During the interview recruitment process, I received correspondence,
enquiries and information from people interested in the project by telephone, email
and letter. Those who wrote sometimes included long descriptions of their
background and childhood, as well as lists of comics and magazines read. Not
everyone who expressed interest in the project was willing to be interviewed.
However, many were willing to take part in a postal questionnaire. The questions
were kept short and designed to allow the correspondents to record general
information of childhood background and specific childhood experiences of reading
(see Appendix 3). During interviews some narrators also produced more material

such as old comics and magazines. All of this extra material will be stored and

archived with the transcripts of the interviews (see bibliography).

The place where an interview is conducted can have an impact on the
interview. The interviews were carried out in four different types of location
depending on the respondents’ wishes: seven women and four men agreed to be
interviewed in their homes; five people preferred to be interviewed in a room in the
History Department of Strathclyde University; four people involved in the Govan
Reminiscence Group were interviewed at the Govan Old Hill Trust School where the
group conducted their meetings and one man was interviewed in his local pub.'®
Each narrator provided informed consent giving permission for use to be made of the
interview in research and publication, stating their preference for their name or a
pseudonym to be used in the referencing, archiving and publication of the materal.

The interviews took the form of free flowing conversations in order to allow

the narrators to talk about areas of significance to them. While the interviews

'" The Govan Reminiscence Group has deposited its collection at the Glasgow University Business

Archive. Within the collection is a tape of the group reminiscing about children’s comics ACCN2491
COMICS CD251. The people who volunteered to be interviewed for this project included some of the
same people who had taken part in their reminiscing session.

'® See Young, ‘Hard Man, New Man’, for more context of this interview relationship.



covered preset topics, questions were open and non-directive and narrators were not
discouraged from talking about other topics. Originally I had intended to do two
interviews with each narrator. The first interview was to take the format of a life
history interview, placing reading into context of the narrators’ everyday life. The
pattern of questioning was to move from the general to the specific: for example
from discussions about childhood experiences of family and schooling to discussions
about what someone read and where. An oral history of childhood has to consider
the possibility that people’s memories of childhood may be too old, or hidden in
their memory, making it hard for the narrator to recall them. Yet some oral narrators
have many aids to memory. Stories are re-told over and over and discussed in-depth
within their community. Many people keep diaries, letters and photograph albums,
even comics, in order to remember.

Initially I had intended to leave visual matenial such as comics and magazines
with the narrators to be discussed 1n a second interview. I had thought that by
creating space between the interviews the narrators would have time to reflect, both
on the first interview and on the visual material. People’s responses to this differed
significantly. Some accepted the material willingly, having hoped I would bring
copies of old comics with me. Some narrators declined the opportunity to take the
material: either, the narrator’s eyesight had deteriorated and he or she was unable to
read the material, or some narrators acknowledged that they wanted to maintain a
distance between how they remembered the material and the actual material. They
did not want to upset their memories. Of those who did view the material, one

narrator showed awareness about concerns over the quality of the comics explaining
‘I’1l probably be horrified that I ever read that! Just look at that [the Girls’
Crystal]’."” Another narrator highlighted how she was very nervous at re-reading the
material in case she was disappointed.?’ To overcome these difficulties I amended
the interview format to one interview, unless it proved necessary to continue the
interview. In the new format the visual material was produced in the middie or
towards the end of the interview with the interview continuing from that point. This

method still captured the narrator’s reactions and instant reflections about the

' Gillian Bayne, 30 January 2004, p. 25.

2% Hilary Young Research Journal, narrator’s comments after interview, Irene Young, 16 February
2004.



material. The visual material was used discreetly to avoid ‘leading’ people’s

memories.

Visual aids can be extremely useful to stimulate memories, especially when
the research is concerned with childhood which for some participants in this project
was more than seventy years ago.’! In one interview the visual material did stimulate
the narrator’s memory. When asked if she could recall titles of magazines and
comics she used to read as a child, Elizabeth Baine born in Govan in 1925, explained
that was difficult: ‘No. Nothing special, ma mind wont go back that far... if you had
something that came on telly ah would “Oh ah remember that!” but offhand I can’t,
my memory is not as good as it used to be.”*? Later in the interview I produced
copies of the Girls’ Crystal from 1950 to show the narrator. Her reaction to the
material was as she had predicted: ‘Oh Girls’ Crystal! That was ma favourite that
was great. Ma mother bought us that one. Gosh that brings back happy memories,
the Girls’ Crystal.’* The visual aid had the desired effect of stimulating the
narrator’s memories of reading as a child and allowed me to pursue the topic further
with questions relating to that specific maternial. Oral historian Ken Howarth also
acknowledges that ‘there is huge potential using the interview process to understand
(or interpret) documents, diaries, photographs, objects, costume, buildings’ and other
historical material, ‘rather than just a way of stimulating memory.’**

The visual material I used was bought from a number of second hand comic
shops. The acquisition of the material was random and based on what was available.
Therefore, not every narrator’s choice of comic was represented in the selection.
This meant that some narrators expressed disappointment that I had not brought an
example of their favourite comic. Some narrators reviewed the comics cntically,
guiding me through how they would read them now and in the past. Others were

more selective, reading only the stories they used to like or could remember.

However, the majority of the narrators responded enthusiastically to the material and

2 See S. Lindquist, ‘Dig Where you Stand’ in P. Thomson & N. Burchardt (eds.), Our Common

History: The Transformation of Europe (London, 1982), p. 326 for usefulness of visual material in
oral history interviews.

22 Elizabeth Baine, 18 May 2004, p. 6.
3 Ibid,, p. 12.
24 Ken Howarth, H-Net Oral History Discussion Network reply, Monday 3 May 2004, in response to

Hilary Young’s query ‘Visual aids for interviewing’ posted Monday 3 May 2004. See also K.
Howarth, Oral History - a handbook (Stroud, 1998).
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more contextual and peripheral information was usually presented once the visual
material was produced offering a deeper understanding of the narrators’ attitudes and
memories.

The women who decided to participate in the oral history project did so for a
variety of reasons. Some agreed because they thought they had an interesting and
important story to tell. Some believed it was their responsibility to preserve the past
for future generations to understand. Some of the women showed an understanding
of their place in history and their importance as historical actors, while others were
more demure about their significance. The interview for some was an opportunity to
tell the younger generation about how life used to be and to articulate a lost past. The
interview also provided a chance for some to record changing experiences of
childhood and girlhood and the struggle women endured to achieve things that they
believe younger generations now take for granted.

Some of the male narrators had a strongly developed class-consciousness and
feelings of class antagonism and belonged to associations whose aims were to further
working-class interests. Other narrators’ class-consciousness was not as ‘vocal’
although they made it clear that they were aware of differences in status. The
narrators related their status to the place where they grew up, their mother and
father’s occupation and the family’s economic position. The narrators used the
languages of class within their narratives to discuss the relationship between
themselves, the act of reading and the reading material. The women and men who
were actively involved in family history and local reminiscence groups placed a

value on history, on recording, and on the ‘ordinary’ historical voice.

Mass-Observation Childhood Reading Directive
Having started the oral history project I visited the Mass-Observation Archive
(M-O) at the Untversity of Sussex and was offered an exciting opportunity to take

part in a directive.” Prior to my trip I was unaware of the ongoing project in which

2 The M-O Archive was founded in 1937 by Tom Harrison to give recognition to the experiences of
“ordinary” people, in the making of histories. Hundreds of ordinary people in Britain were encouraged

to write down their everyday experiences and opinions on a wide variety of subjects and send them to
the M-O offices in London. People chose to write in different forms; some kept diaries and forwarded

those, others responded to open-ended monthly questionnaires sent to them by M-O. The Archive also
had paid teams of field workers observing everyday life. The material from the volunteers was used to
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the Archive still has a group of correspondents writing in response to directives.? I

became very interested in the Archive and its activities in gathering life history and
began to think about the potential of commissioning a directive on childhood reading
experiences. While the director, Dorothy Sheridan, in consultation with the staff of
the Archive traditionally chooses the directives, outside researchers can suggest a

theme, or even collaborate on the production of a directive.

The directive with which I cooperated, was focused on childhood reading
experiences and was the second part of the autumn 2003 directive. The first part of
the directive was also devised in collaboration between another researcher and the
Archive (see Appendix 4). The average response to a given directive is around fifty

percent, with my directive following form. As can be seen from Table 1.1 forty-eight

percent of the correspondents replied.

Table 1.1: Replies to the Mass — Observation Directive 70, part. 2, Childhood
Reading, Comics and Magazines

Total Responses Per cent
Correspondents To Directive
Men 98 38 39
Women 262 136 52
Total 360 174 48

Source: Mass-Observation Archive

The Archive’s panel of writers is not a representative cross section of British

society, nor is it intended to be. All writers are volunteers and therefore self selected
for the project. As a result the composition of the panel is weighted in specific ways.

The project consistently attracts more women than men. Women are three times

complement quantitative social research methods. A series of books appeared and a number of
research reports. In 1970 the Archive was established at the University of Sussex as the repository of
these surveys and records gathered from its original investigators between 1937 and the early 1950s.
Since 1981 the archive has functioned as a national writing project, engaging people once more in
recording their experiences of everyday life. Since 1981, over 2,800 people have been involved, and
the current mailing list contains between 400 and 500 people.

26 The term “correspondent” is preferred, as opposed to “observer”, for its association with a ‘sense of
mutual relationship’, D. Sheridan, ‘““Damned Anecdotes and Dangerous Confabulations™: Mass-

Observation as Life History,” Mass-Observation Archive Occasional Paper No. 7, University of
Sussex Library, 1996, p. 30.
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more likely to volunteer than men, and people over forty years of age outnumber
those under.?” Correspondents are assigned a number which they must attach to their
replies instead of their name to facilitate anonymity. Dorothy Sheridan suggests that
the mix of public writing with anonymity guaranteed might explain the project’s
appeal to women.?® Another explanation for this is possibly that within the family
women tend to be the ‘archivists’- they maintain family and social networks through
letter writing and keep all types of journals and diaries. Therefore M-O is more likely
to appeal to them as it builds on, and possibly legitimates and extends these
practices. People’s writing 1s based on observation, personal opinion and subjective
experience while simultaneously it is received as a valuable document for public use.
The richness and detail of the replies to my directive warrant an independent study
which cannot be fully accommodated here. However, I have included some replies to
the directive where they supplement or illuminate the discussion or contrast in some
way with the oral testimonies.

This 1s a thesis about the experience of reading; therefore the author’s own
practice of active reading should not be overlooked. As I have read my way through
a number of different methodological and conceptual texts during the course of the
research for this thesis, I have actively rejected some, negotiated some and embraced
others in the development of my work. While all theories and concepts I have read
undoubtedly shape my consciousness as both a reader and a historian, I would like to
focus on two key areas that fundamentally inform this thesis. Significant
developments in oral history and audience research have focussed my thinking about
the methodology and analysis of the resulting material. It is these two areas that form

my conceptual and analytical toolkit.

Readership Histories and Oral History
Oral history offers the historian of readership a key way to explore children’s
historical reading culture. However, historians have preferred to use more traditional

methods to interpret readings of texts and locate readers. When researching boys’

27 D. Sheridan, ‘Mass-Observation Project: Recording Everyday Life in Britain since 1981’
information sheet, p. 1.

* D. Sheridan, ‘Writing to the Archive: Mass-Observation as Autobiography’, Sociology, 21, 1
(1993), p. 22.
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popular fiction Jeffrey Richards claimed that it is pointless to ask for first hand
accounts from ordinary people.”’ Richards relied on early criticism of oral history to
justify his opinion. He argued that people are prone to forget what actually
happened and misremember events; distance, between the event and the recollection
or retelling of the story, affects the memory; the presence of the interviewer may
influence what is recalled and ‘anecdotal’ evidence is unrepresentative beyond the
individual. Penny Tinkler found that ‘recollections of popular magazines tend to be
rather vague.” In her study of girls’ popular reading between 1920 and 1950
Tinkler conducted a number of interviews with women but concluded that the
women interviewed were unable to recall their own reading material and instead
confused it with their children’s. ‘A confusion amplified by the similarity of
magazine title and the vast number of issues that many girls, particularly elementary

schoolgirls, seem to have consumed in their youth.”' Ros Ballaster, Margaret

Beetham, Elizabeth Frazer and Sandra Hebron, concluded from their interviews with
women that readers were actually very conscious of women’s magazines as ‘bearers
of particular discourses of femininity.’** Yet Ballaster et al remained anchored to
their own analysis of the text ‘based mainly upon our own readings of magazines,
shaped by our social and historical circumstances.’> They asserted that making

meaning ‘goes on at some level of consciousness to which the researcher cannot gain

access.’>?

Traditional histories of readers have used readership surveys to quantify
readership but when attempting to explore the act and practice of reading in
children’s everyday lives such surveys have limited scope. Advertising and
publishing companies in Britain began to conduct readership surveys from 1928

onwards to gauge consumer potential.”> The early surveys, as Tinkler has

? J. Richards, Happiest Days: The Public Schools in English Fiction (Manchester, 1988), p. 2.

% Tinkler, Constructing Girlhood, p. 59.

* Ibid.

*2 R. Ballaster, M. Beetham, E. Frazer & S. Hebron, Women’s Worlds: Ideology, Femininity and the
Woman's Magazine (London, 1991), p. 127.

 Ibid., p. 42.

3 Ibid., p. 41.

 Tinkler, Constructing Girlhood, pp. 59, 78. The earliest readership survey, Press Circulation
Analysed, was conducted in 1928 by London Research Bureau (LRB). The Incorporated Practitioners
in Advertising (IIPA) produced further readership surveys in 1934, 1939 and 1947, Hulton Press

published the Hulton Readership Survey in 1947, 1948 and the Hulton Child Readership Survey in
1950.
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highlighted, were ‘heavily biased against’ people from semi-skilled manual and
unskilled manual occupations and under-represented or missed completely young
working-class women’s reading habits.”® These reading surveys also silenced or
misrepresented children’s experiences as they often asked mothers and housewives
to participate and speak on behalf of their children. This may have led to comics and
magazines that children read surreptitiously being excluded from analysis and also
may have underestimated the number of publications children consumed which were
accessed through swapping networks.

Jonathan Rose recently readdressed the dearth of audience histories of
reading by following methods similar to those used by other historians of reader
response research.”’ Rose attempted to qualify autobiographical accounts of reading
by working-class diarists and memoirists with educational records, library records,
sociological surveys and contemporary opinion polls. He succeeded in providing a
sweeping look at the responses of working-class readers to numerous literary and
cultural genres, including ‘classic’ literature, and ‘popular’ culture. However, his
broad approach quickly glossed over delicate nuances within the subject, such as

gendered readings of material. Traditional archival methods of seeking readers’
experiences do not limit bias and omission. Recent developments in the practice of
oral history allow these gaps to be explored and show how the supposed unreliability
of oral sources can be a resource rather than a problem in historical research.”

Oral sources of reading experiences compensate time with a much closer
personal involvement.”” Oral histories of childhood provide a means to fill the gaps
and omissions in other personal accounts written by mainly middle-class adults,
some working-class men and a few working-class women. The importance of oral
testimony in a history of reading may lie not in its adherence to fact, but rather in its
departure from it, as ‘imagination, symbolism and desire emerge’.*’ As well as the

numbers of books, comics and magazines read, their meaning to, and the needs and

36 11

Ibid., p. 78.
37 J. Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes (London, 2001); David Vincent
reconstructed reader’s responses through school records and nineteenth century working-class
autobiography in Literacy and Popular Culture: England 1750 — 1914 (Cambridge, 1989).

* For a discussion of the achievements, practice and criticism of oral history see P. Thompson, The
Voice of the Past: Oral History (Oxford, 2000) 3" edition first published 1978.

> A. Portelli, “What Makes Oral History Different?’, in R. Perks & A. Thomson (eds.), The Oral
History Reader (London, 1998), p. 68.

0 Portelli, ‘The Peculiarities of Oral History’, History Workshop Journal, 12 (1981), p. 100.
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expectations of, the readers were also discussed by the narrators in this study. James
Fentress and Chris Wickham argue social memory is least reliable at the level of
information, but most informative when used to consider shared meanings and
remembered things.*' Memory introduces emotion, fear and fantasy, which some
historians have been too anxious to exclude from their formal accounts. Recent
developments in oral history have been important in my exploration of experiences
of childhood reading. Literary analysis in oral history, and consideration of how

memories are shaped by gender inform my critical thinking.

Literary Analysis in Oral History

Alessandro Portelli notes that ‘oral sources are narrative sources. Therefore,
the analysis of oral history materials must avail itself of some of the general
categories developed in the theory of literature.”** Jan Vansina also argues that ‘no
utterance whatsoever falls outside a literary genre’ therefore, study ‘form and
structure first, because they influence the expression of the content.’*’ Feminist

practitioners of oral history have also embraced the linguistic turn and shown that the
transcripts they accumulate are not just simply a reproduction of reality, but rather
texts in need of analysis. By paying attention to the structure of the narrative we can
attempt to understand hidden pressures upon a person’s choices and options that she

or he had to make during her or his life. The symbolism, language and narrative of a
testimony reconstruct what the narrator thought he or she was doing, the desires they

had and emotions felt.

Of equal concern in this thesis is as much Aow people talk about their
childhood reading habits as what they say about it. The focus of narrative analysis is
the oral text itself and emphasis is placed on the language, themes, repetitions,
images, anecdotes and silences within each testimony. Oral historians sometimes pay
very little attention to the linguistic elements of oral history testimony.** Once we
transcribe the interview into the ‘useable’ format of the transcription, we very

seldom return to the source, the tape or aural recording, when analysing the material.

‘! J. Fentress & C. Wickham, The Social Memory: New Perspectives on the Past (Oxford, 1992), p. 4.
‘2 portelli, “The Peculiarities of Oral History’, p. 98.

3 J. Vansina, Oral Tradition as History (London, 1985), p. 21.
“ Editorial, Oral History, 32, 1 (2004).
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Yet ‘the original tape is the primary document... Anything which comes after that
can only be by definition an edited or interpreted version.”® The analytical process
begins at this point, as soon as we start to translate the sound into a textual form.
Oral historian Krista Woodley transcribed her interviews into poetic form to see if it
could aid her in the process of analysis or provide a different interpretation to the
traditional prose format. In conclusion Woodley felt that ‘as an analytical method,
shaping a poem aids close textual analysis and offers a form that recognises issues of
authorship, history-telling and literariness.’*® How text is arranged and displayed
have serious implications for how a reader will understand the narrative. Cutting out
pauses and repetitions can easily lose the emphasis of the original testimony.

I have not used poetic form in the analysis of the interviews I conducted due
to the breadth of material generated in the interviews and to space constraints. I have
attempted to include as much detail from the recordings in my transcription process
as possible to aid the reader’s understanding. I have included the narrators’ pauses,
repetitions and hesitations as I feel they emphasise the narrators’ meaning and
thinking process. In the excerpts quoted in this thesis, where ellipses occur in
brackets, for example [...], this means some text from the transcription has been

omitted. When ellipses occur without brackets ... this represents a slight hesitation

when talking,*’

Gender and Memory

The form as well as the content of oral history is gendered. Penny
Summerfield has explored the ways gender intersects with memory and culture in her
work with both women’s and men’s life stories and experiences of Britain in the

Second World War.*® The main difference between women’s and men’s testimony

cited by (mainly) feminist historians is that women’s narratives tend to be structured

around the home and family life. A female respondent would place herself in context

R, Block, ‘Comments on Kate Moore’s “Perversion of the Word: the Role of Transcripts in Oral
History’, in Words and Silences: Bulletin of the International Oral History Association, 1 (June 1997).

% K. Woodley, ‘Let the Data Sing: Representing Discourse in Poetic Form’, Oral History, 32, 1
(2004), pp. 52, 57.

* All of the interviews conducted for this thesis have been fully transcribed. No qualitative data
analysis software was used.

** P. Summerfield, ‘Culture and Composure: Creating Narratives of the Gendered Self in Oral History
Interviews’, Cultural and Social History, 1 (2004), pp. 65-93.
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within her familial role, a traditionally feminine private space. Caroline Daley’s
female respondents told stories about home and family, religion and community and
presented themselves as home loving, law abiding religious and tolerant citizens.*
Similarly, Gwen Etter-Lewis highlights that some studies have found ‘women’s

narratives’ to be more characterised ‘by understatements, avoidance of the first
person point of view, rare mention of personal accomplishments and disguised
statements of personal power.”>® However, this does not appear to be the case in Julie
Cruikshank’s analysis of Northern Canadian native women’s histories.”'

Testimony of male respondents is characterised as more of a public
performance where they place themselves within the world of work and their public
roles. With a male interviewer a male respondent may be defensive or less
forthcoming. With a female interviewer a male respondent may feel the need to

provide detailed explanations of labour processes.” Isabelle Bertaux-Wiame first

observed when ordinary people tell life stories men are more likely to use the direct
active subjective mode ‘I’, while women are more likely to use the indirect,
reflective ‘we’ when recalling past events.”

Focusing on the narrative style and genre of oral testimony has proved
beneficial to the oral historian when considering how people make sense of their
own lives.>* One way I have attempted to trace the gendered form of memory is by
following four types of memory through the narrators’ testimonies: anecdotal,

habitual, impersonal and past/present. Annette Kuhn uses this approach in her
research into cinema-going in Britain during the 1930s, to explore how narrators
were ‘staging their memories’ in interviews. > Oral and cultural historians have

emphasised the usefulness and significance of the anecdote as a memory device In

¥ C. Daley, ““He Would Know, but I Just Have a Feeling”: Gender and Oral History’, Women's
History Review, 7, 3 (1998), pp. 343-359.

0 G. Etter-Lewis, ‘Black Women’s Life Stories: Reclaiming Self in Narrative Texts’, in S. B. Gluck
& D. Patai (eds.), Women’s Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral History (London, 1991), p. 48.

> J. Cruikshank, Life Lived Like A Story: Life Stories of Three Yukon Native Elders (Lincoln, 1990).
*2 Young, ‘Hard Man, New Man’.

>3 1. Bertaux-Wiame, ‘The Life Story Approach To The Study Of Internal Migration;: How Women
And Men Came To Paris Between The Wars’ in P. Thompson & N. Burchardt (eds.), Our Common
History (London, 1982).

** See M. Chamberlain & P. Thompson (eds.), Narrative and Genre (London, 1998).

> A. Kuhn, An Everyday Magic: Cinema and Cultural Memory (London, 2002), pp. 9-10. Instead of
habitual, Kuhn uses the term repetitive.
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oral testimony and autobiography.”® From Kuhn’s use of memory tropes and Simon
Dentith’s analysis of the anecdote, it can be suggested that gender, social class and
location do have an impact on the form of memory recalled.”’ Therefore, considering
other styles of narrative alongside the anecdote in a cross-gendered oral history may

bring out important distinctions in how men and women recall their reading

experiences.

Memory 1s not regarded as representing the past as it happened. Instead the
past is mediated, or produced, in the activity of remembering. Narrators tell stories in
specific ways in particular contexts, especially in interviews. ‘Composure’ relates to
the way subjective identities are constructed in a life-story narration. ‘Composure’
has a double meaning in life-story telling, as Graham Dawson highlights in Soldier
Heroes. Composure occurs initially when a narrator arranges, or composes, a story

about herself or himself. The second act of composure 1s when the narrator seeks a

sense of ‘composure’ and creates an acceptable self-image for the story being told, in
the situation it is being told.”® Composure and cultural representation meet at the
point public discourses are drawn upon to compose a story about the self.>” In a
recent oral history of readers in Australia, Martyn Lyons and Lucy Taska looked for
evidence of sexually stereotyped attitudes towards readers, for example the ‘female
as a superficial reader of “light” or romantic fiction’.*’ They found that female
narrators played down their reading habits as children in the interview as a waste of

time. Male narrators created and used a conventional myth system to disguise or

reject their own reading. Sport and the outdoor life were allegedly incompatible

with reading for these men when growing up.®’

Some of the female narrators interviewed for this project initially questioned

the importance of their memories of reading and were intrigued that research into

**T. G. Ashplant, ‘Anecdote as Narrative Resource in Working-Class Life Stories: Parody,
Dramatization and Sequence’ in M. Chamberlain & P. Thompson (eds.), Narrative and Genre, pp. 99-
113; Simon Dentith, ‘Contemporary Working-Class Autobiography: Politics of Form, Politics of
Content’, in P. Dodd (ed.), Modern Selves: Essays on Modern British and American Autobiography
(London, 1986), pp. 60-80.

> Kuhn, An Everyday Magic, p. 10; Dentith, ‘Working-Class Autobiography’, pp. 70-1.

! G. Dawson, Soldier Heroes: British Adventure, Empire and the Imagining of Masculinities
(London, 1994), p. 25.

*? Summerfield, ‘Culture and Composure’, p. 69.

®M. Lyons & L. Taska, Australian Readers Remember: An Oral History of Reading, 1890 - 1930
(Oxford, 1992), p. 6.

! Ibid. p. 7.
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children’s comics and women’s magazines was considered legitimate and
worthwhile.®® The male narrators also initially reacted to the project with a little

scepticism but were enthused that a young woman was interested in and reading

boys’ comics.®

For some narrators their childhood was a distinct period in their life over 70
years ago. Times have changed and the construction of today’s meaning of
childhood has also changed. Penny Summerfield stresses that, ‘subjectivities are
rarely constituted through a single unified dominant discourse.’®* Discourses may
have different meanings for men and women of different generations, background or
social class. Discourses of time remembered (the past) may be different from the
time in which events are being recalled (the present). By the term ‘discourse’ I mean
the changing systems of meaning expressed through language that people use to
make sense of past and present experiences.®’ For example, the narrators have
constructed their narratives of childhood in response to an awareness of childhood
today, notably a perceived concern about a loss of childhood innocence and how
‘things are easier’ for children today. A number of narrators noted and lamented this
change in childhood. The discourse surrounding reading and magazines is also
important to this study. Some of the narrators were aware of the variety of magazines
on offer to both girls and boys today and acknowledged a concern over the content
of these magazines for young readers, seeing them in direct opposition to their own
childhood reading materal.

The discourse surrounding men and their leisure pursuits is also a concern of
this thesis. Throughout the twentieth century the feminine connotations of
consumption were pronounced and thus ensured that consuming remained an
uncertain field for men keen to establish their credentials of solid, heterosexual
manhood. There has tended to be a division between ‘feminine’ consumption and

‘masculine’ production. However, due to the abundance of men’s lifestyle

%2 Hilary Young, Research Diary, conversations with Dorothy Bell and Irene Young prior to starting
the interviews, 27 October 2003 and 16 February 2004.

% Hilary Young, Research Diary, conversation with John Robertson 29 July 2003. I also experienced
the same reaction from the comic dealer I purchased boys’ comics from. He explained that he was

happy to help ‘a girl* who was interested in boys’ comics. Hilary Young Research Diary, September
2001.

% p, Summerfield, Reconstructing Women’s Wartime Live: Discourse and Subjectivity in Oral
Histories of the Second World War (Manchester, 1998), p. 12.

® C. G. Brown, Postmodernism for Historians (Harlow, 2005), pp. 59-65.
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magazines currently on the market, such as Condé Nast’s GO (Gentlemen's
Quarterly, 1988) and EMAP’s FHM, (For Him Magazine, 1990), the discourse
surrounding consumption in general, and magazines specifically, and gender is
changing. It is with an awareness of this current discourse of consumption and
childhood that the narrators of this project have composed their identities as readers.
I wanted to explore this particular ‘cultural circuit’ surrounding the activity of
reading. How do past and present experiences of reading, childhood and gender
inform narrators’ memories of their childhood reading? In his work with Australian
Anzacs from the First World War, Alistair Thomson identified what he called ‘the
cultural circuit’.°® What he meant by this term was that personal accounts, such as
the oral history interview were informed by ‘public legends’. He found that Anzacs
composed narratives about their past in relation to the public discourse which
affirmed their identity through comradeship, endurance and national identity. Other
experiences of Anzacs, which did not sit comfortably with the public legend, were
marginalized. The interviews I conducted emphasised that memories of reading were
composed in response to both past and present discourses of gender and childhood.
Simultaneously, the narrators also composed their narratives in relation to specific
characters within stories such as Dan Dare and Alf Tupper, the genre of comic or
magazine, whether the story paper they read was meant for middle-class children or

whether a magazine was meant for wives and mothers. I looked to audience research

to find a way of considering both the readers’ experiences as well as the text.

The Uses of Reception Research

Audience research is a growing area of interest in historical studies.®’

Contemporary audience research has tended to focus on film, television and
advertising rather than reading, with a few notable exceptions.®® Most research into
women, children and the media viewed mass-media communications to be a major

influence in reproducing either patriarchal or subversive social relations. Key

% A. Thomson, Anzac Memories: Living with the Legend (Melbourne, 1994), p. 215.

°” Kuhn, 4n Everyday Magic; J. Stacey, Star Gazing: Hollywood Cinema and Female Spectatorship
(London, 1994); S. J. Smith, Children, Cinema and Censorship: from Dracula to the Dead End Kids
gLondon, 2005). These studies are concerned with cinema audiences of women and children ¢.1930s.

® A. McRobbie, Feminism and Youth Culture: from ‘Jackie’ to ‘Just Seventeen’ (London, 1991); M.
Barker, Comics: Ideology, Power and the Critics (Manchester, 1989); E. Frazer, ‘Teenage Girls
Reading Jackie’, Media, Culture and Society, 9 (1987) pp. 407-25.
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assumptions were that mass mediaimages were unrealistic messages, with
straightforward and unambiguous meanings; that women and children passively
absorb these messages; and that researchers are equipped with the relevant
knowledge to be able to recognise and resist such images.*” Since the early 1980s

gender has become a central concern of many feminist media researchers who have

explored the way women acquiesce to or oppose patriarchal portrayals of gender
relations.”’ Feminist media researchers, informed by postmodern theories, argued
that the meanings of women’s magazines — or any other form of culture — were not
pre-existent messages waiting to be ‘discovered’ by the researcher. They began to
consider the meanings of women’s magazines as ‘dialogical’ and in potential conflict
with other historically and culturally specific systems.

Stuart Hall’s Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse was one of
the first models to create a space for the concept of active audiences.”' His approach

has informed audience research since the 1970s by arguing that cultural products are
highly structured systems of meaning ‘encoded’ by producers and ‘decoded’ by
viewers.”* The focus of interest is the individual media user who is viewed as
someone who has acquired ‘codes’ or ‘interpretative repertoires’ within their own
social and cultural experiences. It is assumed that the individual will use his or her
own repertoires of experiences to construct a unique meaning of a text.

There are numerous critiques of Hall’s ‘encoding/decoding’ model, including
that the model is narrowly concerned with class to the exclusion of other categories
of analysis such as gender, ethnicity and age.”” The concept of a “preferred reading’,

which is central to the encoding/decoding model, has also been subjected to

® G. Tuchman, A. K. Daniels & J. Benét, Hearth and Home: Images of Women and the Media (New
York, 1978); M. Ferguson, Forever Feminine: Women's Magazines and the Cult of Femininity
gLondon, 1983); Ballaster et al, Women's Worlds, p. 1.

°1. Ang, Watching Dallas: Soap Opera and the Melodramatic Imagination (London, 1985); D.
Hobson, Crossroads: The Drama of Soap Opera (London, 1982); A. Gray, Video Playtime: The
Gendering of a Leisure Technology (London, 1992).
"\'S. Hall, Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse, CCCS Stencilled Paper 7.
sBirmingham, 1973)

2 S. Hall, ‘Encoding/decoding’ in S. Hall, D. Hobson, A. Lowe, & P. Willis (eds.), Culture/ Media/
Language: Working Papers in Cultural Studies, 1972 — 79 (London, 1980), pp. 128-38.
3 D. Morley, ‘The Nationwide Audience: A Critical Postscript’, Screen Education, 39 (1981), pp. 3-
14; M. Barker & K. Brooks, Knowing Audiences: Judge Dredd (Luton, 1998), p. 93.
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numerous criticisms.’* Martin Barker argues that the ‘idea of a ‘preferred reading’ is
only an analyst’s construct.”” But despite these shortcomings of Hall’s model the

concept does offer a framework to consider readers’ experiences. Audience reception

research includes both the analysis of the media text and the study of audience
practices and primarily assumes that the audience never accepts meaning from media

without active negotiation.”® These are concepts that this thesis has developed in

relation to historical readership.

The qualitative turn in audience research has meant media researchers have
embraced interpretative and ethnographic methodologies. If the meanings of
magazines were produced through discursive formations, it was argued interpretative
ethnography offered potential for discerning how particular readers make women’s
magazines meaningful in specific social and historical contexts. Joke Hermes
challenged the assumption that women’s magazines can in some ways ‘harm’

readers:

I have always felt strongly that the feminist struggle in general
should be aimed at claiming respect. It is probably for that
reason that I have never felt comfortable with the majornity of
(feminist) work that has been done on women’s magazines.

Almost all of these studies show concern rather than respect for

those who read women’s magazines.’’

Although I have not conducted an ethnographic study, I found Hermes®

research on women’s magazine audiences valuable as she focused solely on the

4 D. Morley, ‘Changing Paradigms in Audience Studies’, in E. Seiter, H. Borchers, G. Kreutzner, &

E. Warth, (eds.), Remote Control: Television Audiences and Cultural Power (London and New York,
1989), p. 18.

> Barker & Brooks, Knowing Audiences, p. 95.
’6 ¢Reception Research’ is critical of both ‘Effects’ and ‘Uses and Gratifications’ for not exploring
everyday contexts in which meanings and uses of media appear. But is less stringent than media

ethnography and does not assign a primary role to the everyday life. ‘Effects’ study, first used by
media researchers in the 1920s and 1930s, broadly sees the relationship between the media and

audience as cause and effect for example G. H. Pumphrey, What Children Think of Their Comics
(London, 1964). ‘Uses and Gratifications’ research reversed the question posed by ‘Effects’ research,
asking ‘What are people getting out of the material they choose to consume?’ instead of ‘What are the
media doing to people?’ However, ‘Uses and Gratification’ research ignores the meanings in media
which create the gratifications and also assumes that needs, inherent in the use, are met.

‘Ethnographic’ audience research combines qualitative methods such as participant observation with
q,uantitative methods such as surveys.

73, Hermes, Reading Women's Magazines: an Analysis of Everyday Media Use (Cambridge, 1995),
p. L.
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reader and their experiences and ‘[appreciated] that readers are producers of meaning
rather then the cultural dupes of the media institutions.”’® However, having carried
out seventy-five interviews with women and men, Hermes was initially disappointed

with her interviewees’ responses: ‘the emancipated audience didn’t strike me as all

that active and celebrating. Nor did the interviews, at first sight, make any clearer
how women’s magazines or other media are made meaningful.’”” The people
Hermes interviewed had very little to say about the magazines, and sometimes were
unable to recall what they had read. Instead, readers gave meanings to women’s
magazines which Hermes found to be quite independent of the text, employing them

at particular moments as tools in the formation of fantasy and imagined ‘new selves.’

In response to this Hermes questioned the assumption that texts must mean
something to their readers and instead invoked how readers made, and sometimes
did not make, reading meaningful. Janice Radway also found when conducting
interviews with female romance readers that the study gradually became ‘less an
account of the way romances as texts were interpreted than of the way romance
reading as a form of behaviour operated as a complex intervention in the ongoing
social life of the interviewees.’®® She then refocused her study towards the readers’
consumption of the material. I found both Hermes and Radway’s studies helpful
when considering the interviews I had conducted as they made me aware of the

potential wider significance the practice of reading may have had in children’s

everyday lives.

The pilot interviews I conducted highlighted a variety of memories in relation
to childhood reading and signalled that the meanings people attach to reading are not
stable. The experience of reading comics included for some narrators swapping
comics and magazines, acting out roles and talking about them with friends. Other
narrators emphasised how financial and living conditions restricted what they could
read. These memories of everyday practices were recalled just as vividly as the
physical description of the comics and, in some cases, detailed storylines and
character type. The narrators emphasised both everyday practices of reading and the

content of the material. Therefore, I also needed to consider both when analysing the

”8 Ibid., p. 10.

 J. Hermes, ‘Media, Meaning and Everyday Life’, Cultural Studies, 7, 3 (1993), p. 495.
% Radway, Reading the Romance, p. 7.
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interviews. Recent developments in audience research provided me with a flexible

framework in order to explore both the text and the meanings associated with reading
comics.

In audience research the idea that a text holds a single, preferred meaning has
given way to textual analysis that recognized the possibility of multiple cultural
readings of a text. As David Morely argues ‘Messages propose and prefer certain
readings over others, but they can never become wholly closed around one reading.
The ‘polysemy’ of a text or, the openness of the text, allow numerous readers to
interpret different meanings of texts based on their own experiences. They remain
polysemic.’®' This is important when thinking about children’s use of reading
material that was not always intended for the actual reader. The categories applied 1n
Hall’s model to decode a text became difficult to use when the reader was not the
intended reader. I have employed and developed the concept of ‘polysemy’ to
explore other activities attached to reading such as children’s comic swapping
networks, games and discussion. In order to prioritise the narrators’ own perceptions
of the texts I decided to conduct only a rudimentary analysis of the comics and
magazines prior to conducting interviews to be able to facilitate the interviews.>? I
did not want my own understandings or a ‘preferred reading’ of the texts to cloud the

interviews or the narrators’ own construction of meaning. Once the interviews were

conducted I then went back to the texts to explore the textual properties of the

comics that had triggered and shaped the narrators’ memories.>

Thesis Overview

The principal aim of this thesis is to explore how male and female readers

recall their childhood reading activities in Britain during the 1940s and 1950s, with a

particular focus on gendered experience. The thesis employs a fresh approach as

outlined above to considering a readership history by focusing on the experiences of

*! D. Morley, The ‘Nationwide'’ Audience: Structure and Decoding (London, 1980), p. 10.

82 A systematic survey of the primary material was difficult due to the ephemeral and low status given
to story papers, comics and magazines. The National Library of Scotland does not hold some juvenile
or women'’s titles from the period being studied despite being a copyright library since 1925. The

British Library holds the most complete, but not full, collection. Only D. C. Thomson has the
complete collection of their children and women’s periodicals access to which is limited.

33 This was the method used by Justin Lewis in a study about the reception of British TV news, The
Ideological Octopus: an Exploration of Television and its Audience (London, 1991).
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actual readers as well as on the content of texts. The changing representations of
gender 1n the boys’ and girls’ comics and magazines are the subject of Chapter Two
and Chapter Three respectively. Both chapters consider the story papers, comics and
magazines that were the most popular during the period and also tended to be those
that the narrators mentioned specifically in their interviews. The language and
specific characters in the material have been used to focus on the discourses of
gender and class.

Chapter Two opens with a discussion about the relationship between boys’
story papers and manliness since the late nineteenth century. It then focuses on
several representations of masculinity between the interwar period and 1967. The
first section explores superman characters in D.C. Thomson publications; the second
section considers working-class heroes and the representation of the ‘hooligan’ in the
Rover; thirdly, the middle-class representation of the ‘MUG’ in the Eagle is
discussed. Finally, the cowboy as the new adventure hero in boys’ comics of the
1950s is introduced. The chapter also explores how the Eagle presented reading

comics as a legitimate site of masculine consumption and simultaneously created a

community of readers.

Chapter Three is divided into two sections. The first section introduces the
variety of popular literature girls were reading between 1930 and 1963. The second
section outlines the changing discourse of femininity firstly in schoolgirl story papers
and comics; secondly, in ‘erotic bloods’ and thirdly in women’s service magazines.

Finally the chapter introduces the new teenage weeklies of the mid 1950s.
Specifically, the chapter investigates how the publications addressed their intended
readership and traces the changing representation of femininity throughout a period
of significant social change using the fiction, non-fiction articles and if they were
included, career advice, problem pages and beauty tips.

Historians have investigated some of the material in Chapters Two and Three
before. However, Chapters Four and Five explore new directions. Where traditional
readership histories have been primarily concerned with identifying readership
through textual analysis, the fourth and fifth chapters present actual readers’
experiences. Chapter Four 1s a continuation of themes from Chapter Two. The

chapter focuses on the men’s oral testimony and their experiences of reading story
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papers and comics while growing up. The gendered differences between experiences
of reading and composure of narratives of reading are further explored in this
chapter. Composing suitable identities as male readers was important to the majority
of the male narrators. The men recall using and negotiating tropes of masculinity
from the story papers and comics throughout their experiences of boyhood and
growing up. The narrators also circumvented the myth of reading as a private,
passive, indoor activity to compose suitably masculine identities for themselves as
active readers. The ways in which reading comics impacted on boyhood culture at
play contributed to the composure of masculine identities within the interview. The
transition from boyhood to manhood 1s noted as a significant juncture in the men’s
narratives of reading. And 1t is at this point that the chapter then considers the
possibility of discomposure and re-composure of masculine reading identities within
the men’s narratives.

Chapter Five focuses on how female narrators used girls’ reading material
positively and negatively to construct suitable life narratives for themselves. The
chapter considers readers’ experiences of reading both schoolgirl and schoolboy
papers, as well as magazines intended for young and married women. The chapter
contends that the women used a variety of publications sometimes not intended for
them to negotiate the transition from girlhood to womanhood. The chapter also
includes a discussion of how some women struggled to negotiate the discourse of

femininity provided in the material they read or rejected the ideals story paper

heroines presented all together.
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CHAPTER 2

Supermen’ ‘Hooligans’ ‘M ugs’ and ‘Cowboys’
Changing Representations of Masculinity

They are certainly read by working-class boys... They are generally on sale in the
poorest quarters of big towns, and I have known them to be read by boys whom

| one might expect to be completely immune from public school ‘glamour’. I have

I seen a young coal miner, for instance, a lad who had already worked a year or

| two underground, eagerly reading the Gem. ,
George Orwell, ‘Boys’ Weeklies’, Horizon (1940) in Orwell & Angus (eds.), Collected Essays,

Journalism and Letters p. 512 |
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The British male press has not been completely ignored by historians. Most
scholars have focused on the earlier periods of boys’ periodicals to develop an
understanding of the relationship between imperialism and popular culture. Patrick

Dunae and Louis James have focused on Victorian and Edwardian publications while
John Springhall has explored the moral panics surrounding the ‘penny dreadfuls’ of
the time.! Kathryn Castle, Claudia Nelson and Robert MacDonald have used boys’

story papers to consider aspects of imperial and family ideology.? More recently
Kelly Boyd has traced the changing image of manliness from Victorian to Edwardian
to inter-war models through boys’ periodicals.® Historians and sociologists have also
considered the periodicals intended for older men in Britain.* Yet few scholars have

considered publications intended specifically for boys after the Second World War.

This chapter focuses on how masculinity was defined in the Wizard and
Rover, the Eagle and the Boy's Own Paper between 1928 and 1967. Through an
examination of typical stories and characters, various types of masculinities

represented to young readers are revealed. To begin with the story papers and comics

will be introduced by engaging with the discourse of manliness from the Victorian

! “Penny dreadful’ was a derogatory term applied to nineteenth century story papers, printed on cheap
pulp paper, which cost a penny and were intended for a male working-class audience. The stories
included reprinted Gothic tales and new crime fiction. See L. James, ‘Tom Brown’s Imperial Sons’,
Victorian Studies, 17 (1973), pp. 89-99; P. Dunae, ‘Penny Dreadfuls: Late Nineteenth-Century Boys’
Literature and Crime’, Victorian Studies, 22 (1979), pp. 133-50; Dunae, ‘Boys’ Literature’, Victorian
Studies (1980); Dunae, ‘A New Grub Street for Boys’ in J. Richards (ed.), Imperialism and Juvenile
Literature (Manchester, 1989), pp. 12-33; J. Springhall, ‘Healthy Papers for Manly Boys:
Imperialism and Race in Harmsworth’s Halfpenny Boys’ Papers of the 1880s and 1890s’ in Richards
(ed.), Imperialism and Juvenile Literature, pp. 107-25; J. Springhall, Youth, Popular Culture and
Moral Panics: Penny Gaffs to Gansta-rap, 1830 - 1996 (London, 1998).

? K. Castle, Britannia's Children: Reading Colonisation through Children's Books and Magazines
(Manchester, 1996); C. Nelson, Boys Will Be Girls: the Feminine Ethic and British Children’s
Fiction, 1857 — 1917 (New Jersey, 1991); R. MacDonald, ‘Reproducing the Middle-Class Boy: From
Purity to Patriotism in the Boys’ Magazines, 1892 - 1914°, Journal of Contemporary History, 24
(1989), pp. 519-39.

* Boyd, Manliness and the Boy'’s Story Paper (Basingstoke, 2003); K. Boyd, ‘Knowing Your Place:
The Tensions of Manliness in Boys’ Story Papers, 1918 - 1939°, in M. Roper & J. Tosh (eds.),
Manful Assertions: Masculinities in Britain since 1800 (London, 1991).

*J. Greenfield, S. O’Connell & C. Reid, ‘Fashioning Masculinity: Men Only, Consumption and the
Development of Marketing in the 1930s’, Twentieth Century British History, 10, 4 (1999), pp. 457-76;
J. Bengry, ‘Not Just for He-Men Only: The Making of the Male Consumer in Britain, 1935 - 1939’
paper presented at Social History Society Conference, University of Reading, 2006; K. Breazeale, ‘In
Spite of Women: Esquire Magazine and the Construction of the Male Consumer’, Signs: Journal of
Women in Culture and Society, 20, 1 (1994), pp. 1-22; B. Crewe, Representing Men: Cultural
Production and the Producers in the Men's Magazine Market (Oxford, 2003); P. Jackson, N.
Stevenson & K. Brooks, Making Sense of Men's Magazines (Cambridge, 2001).
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period to the interwar period. The chapter is then divided into sections: the first
section considers representations of ‘supermen’ in the Rover and Wizard, the second
explores alternative working-class masculinities such as the ‘hooligan’; the third
section investigates middle-class representations of masculinity in the Boy’s Own
Paper and Eagle such as the ‘MUG?’; the final ideal of masculinity that 1s discussed
is the cowboy. All of the characters and 1ssues analysed here were identified by the
male narrators (and by some of the female narrators), as important to their own

construction of masculinity (and femininity) and their experiences of growing up.

Boys’ Story Papers and Manliness, ¢, 1850 — 1940

Periodicals for boys continually changed format and emphasis from the
eighteenth century to the mid-twentieth century.” However, John M. Mackenzie
suggests that it is possible to presume that there was continuity in the fundamental
ideas of boyhood reading from the late nineteenth century to the 1950s.° The
adventure found in the ‘penny dreadful’ and the tone of morality of previous
children’s literature were combined from the mid-nineteenth century by publishers
like Samuel Beeton (1831-77) and Edwin J. Brett (1828- ) to produce boys’ story
papers such as the Boy's Own Magazine (1855-62) and Boys of England (1866-
1899). During the Victorian period story papers were crammed with athletic,
chivalrous, aristocratic boy heroes whose manly virtues were combined with their
upper-class position, superiority and moral rectitude. After the manly conditioning of
public school, aristocratic Victorian boy heroes then qualified to travel the Empire in

a further effort to prove their masculinity.’

As education and new printing techniques expanded and a mass market for
reading matter was identified, individual publishers began to cease production.

Alfred Harmsworth (1865-1922) and the Amalgamated Press (AP) began to

> For a detailed discussion of the changing nature of children’s literature from the eighteenth century
see K. Drotner, English Children and Their Magazines, 1751 - 1945 (New Haven, 1988); G. Avery,
Childhood'’s Pattern: A Study of the Heroes and the Heroines of Children’s Fiction, 1770 - 1950
(London, 1975); A. Ellis, A History of Children’s Reading and Literature (Oxford, 1963); J. S.
Bratton, The Impact of Victorian Children’s Fiction (London, 1981).

® J. M. MacKenzie, Propaganda and Empire: The Manipulation of British Public Opinion, 1880 -
1960 (Manchester, 1986), p. 224.

" See Boyd, Manliness and the Boy's Story Paper in Britain for a wider discussion of the portrayal of
manliness in Victorian boys’ story papers.
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dominate the market at the turn of the century with story papers such as Marvel
(1893-1922) and Magnet (1908-1940) that challenged the ‘penny dreadful’ tradition.
The Magnet and Gem (1907-1939) featured a number of school stories by Frank
Richards.® They emphasised the moral element of the publications and exploited
middle-class parents’ anxieties and concemns about the nature of boyhood. The Boy s
Own Paper was published in 1879 by the Religious Tract Society also in response to
the perceived corrupting effects of the ‘penny dreadful’.’ The paper became a
favourite with middle-class parents, educationalists and children alike, with
circulation figures reaching 200,000 a week.'® The Religious Tract Society
distributed thousands of free copies of the paper to London Board schools in the late
nineteenth century to ensure a wider readership, as the price of one penny may have
been prohibitive to some. Each issue of the Boy’s Own Paper had a variety of articles
on hobbies, sport, nature, interviews with famous people and long-running serials by

a clutch of successful boys’ writers such as Jules Veme, G. A. Henty and Talbot

Baines Reed.

Stories in Edwardian boys’ papers were set predominantly in a local situation

rather than some outpost of the Empire in order to acknowledge the growing
working-class readership of the periodicals. By the 1920s aristocratic boy heroes still
appeared in the boys’ story papers but lower middle-class and artisan protagonists
such as factory workers, engine drivers and clerks also joined them.'' A tension

developed between an individual character’s endeavours and community obligations.
Edwardian heroes of boys’ story papers were more community focused, compared to

the individual superiority of their aristocratic predecessors.'” There was an inherent
knowledge of the characters’ limitations and at no point did they challenge authority.

Heroes’ actions were subject to restrictions imposed by the state and society and

® Frank Richards was the penname of Charles Hamilton (1876-1961) who wrote the Greyfriars series
featuring Billy Bunter in the Magnet. He also wrote the St Jim’s school series in The Gem as Martin
Clifford and the first Cliff House boarding school series for girls in the School Friend under the
penname Hilda Richards.

See Springhall, Youth, Popular Culture and Moral Panics for a discussion on the perceived
influences of ‘penny dreadfuls’.
'R, Altick, The English Common Reader: A Social History of the Mass-Reading Public, 1800 - 1900
(Chicago, 1967), p. 395.
'! Kelly Boyd argues that the valourization of working-class characters in boys’ story papers between
1890 and 1918 was a reaction to temper the growing trade union movement, Manliness and the Boys

Story Paper, p. 177.
2 Boyd, ‘Knowing Your Place’, p. 145.
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class boundaries were rarely crossed by heroes. Their masculinity was forged
through hard work and acceptance of society’s rules as opposed to the innate
masculine ability that many Victorian heroes were born with. By the inter-war years
however Amalgamated Press publications and the Boy's Own Paper began to
falter.” A new brand of boys’ story papers appeared that was to contest the boys’
story paper market throughout the twentieth century.

William Thomson, a wealthy Scottish shipping manager, and two sons, David
Couper and Fredrick, formed the publishing house D.C. Thomson of Dundee in
1905. In 1921 the first of the company’s story papers, the Adventure, aimed at the
male juvenile market was published, and was quickly followed by the Rover (1922-
1961), and the Wizard (1922-1963). The Skipper then appeared in 1930 until it
ceased publication in 1941, In 1933 the Hotspur was added to the D.C. Thomson
stable. This collection of story papers was and still is fondly known as ‘The Big
Five’. For tuppence each, a young reader would receive an eleven-by-fifteen inch
tabloid format journal with a colourful front cover and twenty-eight pages of vivid
articles plus detective, science fiction, adventure, and school tales. The Rover,
Wizard, and Hotspur accounted for between half and two-thirds of all story papers
bought by twelve-year olds, while through the 1930s the weekly circulation for
Wizard alone was 800,000."

Thomson’s ability to attract a sizeable and consistent readership has been
attributed to a number of factors including the introduction of friendly editorial pages
that encouraged readers to write in with letters, queries and stories. Instead of

speaking down to readers the Thomson editorials addressed them as ‘pals’.
Interesting and exciting giveaways and prize competitions were included to entice
readers. D. C. Thomson representatives also performed market research through
newsagents, schools, cinemas, other periodicals, radio and later television in order to

keep up to date with boys’ interests.'” The D.C. Thomson editorial department was

'’ See McAleer, Popular Reading and Publishing, pp. 205-43 for a discussion of the changing

publishing strategies employed by the Religious Tract Society to stave off the decline of the Boy's
Own Paper.

'* K. Carpenter, Penny Dreadfuls and Comics: English Periodicals for Children from Victorian times
to the Present Day (London, 1983), p. 89.

> McAleer, Popular Reading and Publishing, pp. 177-80.
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‘modernised’ by staffing it with younger men as opposed to other publishers who

continued to rely on ‘older traditions’ of writing for boys.'

Older periodicals continued to portray previous ‘romantic’ notions of
masculinity, like those forged on the battlefield, as righteous, justified, heroic and
exciting despite the realties experienced and detailed between 1914 and 1918 by the
poet Wilfred Owen (1893-1918) amongst others. According to the historian Michael
Pans ‘there was more fighting, bleeding and brutality in the pages of the inter-war
story papers than ever before.”!’ For example Chums (Cassells 1892-1932) continued
to encourage the martial spint through its rousing battle narratives and recruiting
propaganda for the armed forces. Interwar writers of juvenile fiction for
Amalgamated Press publications made little attempt to portray war in a less romantic
manner despite pacifist pressure.

Historian Kelly Boyd suggests that the nature of the hero in boys’ story
papers of the interwar period did change. In contrast to young, independent,
Victorian heroes who had proved their masculinity across the Empire in periodicals
such as the Boys Own Paper, more traditional sources of guidance on manhood were
employed between 1918 and 1939 in boys’ story papers, namely D.C. Thomson’s
‘Big 5°. Fathers, employers and teachers appeared alongside schoolboy or young
apprentice heroes in local environments.'® Although strength of body and mind
continued to organise the definition of manliness, Boyd argues that acceptance of
society’s rules was crucial and characters that represented state and society appeared
in order to guide young heroes in the acquisition of masculine values. She defended
this by arguing that D.C. Thomson could not question the status quo, as ‘They were
committed capitalists who espoused conservative values and dedicated their

publications to preserving their ideology.’'” Yet characters that did not seek

guidance or remain within society’s rules did exist within D.C. Thomson’s story

papers of the interwar period.

'*W.0.G. Lofts & D. J. Adley, The Men Behind Boys’ Fiction (London, 1970), p. 13.

‘" M. Paris, Warrior Nation: Images of War in British Popular Culture, 1850 — 2000 (London, 2000),
p. 164.

'* Boyd, Manliness and the Boy's Story Paper, p. 108.
' Ibid., p. 180.
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‘Supermen’ in the Rover and Wizard, c. 1928 — 1945

The character of ‘Morgyn the Mighty’, first appeared in D.C. Thomson’s
Rover 1n 1928, He strongly resembled Edgar Rice Bourroughs’ Tarzan of the Apes,
which was first published in America in 1914.2° Marooned on a desert island for
thirteen years, Morgyn developed super strength, but still shaved, trimmed his hair
and maintained a respectable 1dentity. Eventually he escaped the island and
embarked on adventures in America and Africa combatting gangsters and savage
tribes. He rarely killed his opponents but as Drotner points out, the stories centred on
fighting, because his ‘paramount strength formed the basis of his appeal.’®! Another
superhuman character, ‘The Black Sapper’, first appeared in Rover in 1929, dressed
entirely in black and the inventor of the ‘Earth Worm’, an underground boring
machine that enabled him to function as a human mole (see illustration 2.1). Born of
a noble family the Sapper was an outsider, essentially on the side of justice but not

above making a profit for himself. These superheroes of the interwar period operated
outside ‘the law’, which was often portrayed as corrupt. They tended to have a lack
of respect for established authority and were represented as good ‘bad men’ with
their own moral code. Both Morgyn the Mighty and The Black Sapper, survived the
Second World War and continued to appear in the Rover until the late 1950s.

War stories set in foreign countries dominated the early period of the Second
World War, with stories becoming more fantasy based as the war proceeded, in order

to avoid dealing with the brutalities of real life. Simultaneously, and perhaps in direct
response to the violence of modern warfare, new super heroes began to emerge who
again challenged the discourse of manliness into the 1950s. The characters that
appeared during and after the Second World War were similar to Morgyn the Mighty
and The Black Sapper. They worked against the system, performed within their own
moral code and questioned the status quo. But there were some significant changes in

the image of masculinity these new characters presented.

20 American superhero comics were on sale in Britain just prior to the Second World War, yet import
restrictions, paper shortages, and the price would have made them difficult to purchase. Notably
‘Superman’ first appeared in Action Comics in America in 1938.

! Drotner, English Children and Their Magazines, p. 228.
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Illustration 2.1: The Black Sapper had an underground boring machine and worked

against the law when 1t failed to be just. Source: Rover, February 1933 from K. Drotner,
English Children and their Magazines, 1751 — 1945, p. 226.
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The superhuman character of Wilson first appeared in the Wizard 1n 1943 and
was later continued in the Hotspur. In ‘The Man Named Wilson’ series the
masculine experience of strength and ability were still present. The story contended
that ‘men could be almost as gods if they only trained themselves to give forth their
best.’** Wilson was a super athlete who had mystical powers and was immortal. The
stories were set both in exotic locations such as Egypt and Tibet but also in the local
area of Yorkshire. A journalist called Webb told the stories of Wilson in the third
person. The adventure story centered on Wilson’s bravery in response to superhuman
tasks he encountered. Through Webb’s narration a sense of awe was created as he
offered direct flattery of Wilson to the reader. He emphasised Wilson’s skill and
masculine character. In one episode on a trip to Egypt Wilson was propositioned by a
local, ‘brawny’ young man to race to the top of the pyramids. Wilson accepted.
Webb commented in his narrative that ‘running up the pyramid was a specialised art,
for which a man had to be as hardy as a mountaineer.”®® The stories set the narrative
and questing pattern around real life events or scenarios happening at the time of
writing the story. In the same story a Sheik had watched Wilson’s performance of
running up the pyramid and challenged him to the ultimate test of mental and
physical strength: to jump a pit of fire twenty-nine and a half feet wide. The world

record for the long jump at that time of writing was less than twenty-seven feet.

Wilson accepted the challenge willingly and won.*

‘The Truth About Wilson’ series was based on fantasy solutions to challenges
that required overwhelming strength and agility. When Wilson jumped the pit of fire
Webb commented that ‘Wilson seemed to possess some power of will that spurred
his body on past the limits of ordinary human endurance’.”” Indeed his physical
appearance was described first in terms of an inanimate object that suggested speed
and precision. The human feelings of the feat were then expressed:

The fire turned him a sombre red as 4e shot like an arrow over
the flickering flames. Onwards he soared, and was approaching

the end of the pit when he began to fall. His contorted face

22 Wizard, 15 October 1949, cited in D. Jackson, Unmasking Masculinity: a Critical Autobiography
(London, 1990), p. 236.

B Wizard, 30 July, 1949,

24 Cited in Jackson Unmasking Masculinity, p. 236.

5 Wizard, 30 July, 1949
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showed the supreme effort he was making to hold the jump. He

was over — yeah he was over! His feet were on the ground an

inch or two beyond the pit as he dropped sprawling full-length

on the ground. He had done it!*® [my emphasis]
Wilson appeared to possess self-confidence and power. He was unafraid and totally
at ease in every threatening circumstance. His character offered an example of iron
self discipline, physical toughness and endurance. Despite this, the physical
descriptions of his body throughout the series did not conform to the usual superman
image. In contrast to Morgyn the Mighty, who had appeared physically imposing, the
supermen who appeared in the boys’ story papers from the mid to late 1940s looked
more like ordinary young men and did not possess a ‘strong man’ physique. The
oversized supermen figures favoured in the interwar period were deflated and their
tough muscular bodies were downsized during the Second World War (see
illustrations 2.2 and 2.3).

Wilson and Joe look similar in the image below. Wilson was not physically
different or dramatically more muscular than Joe. They trained for the hurdles in a
field; they used a wicket fence in place of real hurdles and ran in their bare feet. This
suggested that training and competing in sport were possible for the majority of
young readers. Wilson and Joe were positioned beside each other in the image which
signified a level of equality. In contrast with the illustration of Morgyn the Mighty,
Morgyn was positioned to the front of the image and the younger, smaller boy stood
behind him in a passive position. The physical representation of Wilson, who had
superhuman drive, contrasted significantly with the earlier image of Morgyn the
Mighty bending iron bars. The three boxes to the right of Wilson’s image showed
athletes competing at the Olympic Games in the hurdles event. The athletes’
perfected style of hurdling contrasted with Wilson’s rougher technique.

Although Wilson had superhuman abilities, his physical appearance was
quite ‘normal’. He did not possess a physically enhanced body which was

unobtainable to a young boy. Instead his appearance blended 1n:

Wilson standing still was not an impressive figure. He was

not very tall and he was thin, with his head seeming a little

2 Ibid.
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[Hustration 2.2: This image shows Morgyn The Mighty, a Tarzan like superman.

Source: Rover 1929 from R. Sabin, Comics, Comix & Graphic Novels A History of Comic Art
(London, 1996), p. 46.



Illustration 2.3: This image satisfied questions of Wilson’s abilities by depicting
him alongside a young male character who did not possess any superhuman
qualities. Source: Wizard, 27 August 1949.




too large for his body. His brown hair had a fringe. His
eyes were deeply set. Joe Fielding was six inches taller than
Wilson. You would have called him just a hefty country lad

with fresh cheeks and strong muscles.*’

In another episode Wilson’s ‘thin, wiry body’ was contrasted with his opponents

928

‘muscular torso.”” Wilson was depicted as a sickly, weak character, (‘his eyes were

deeply set’; ‘thin, wiry’) in contrast with the emphasis placed on his opponents’
physical bodies (‘strong muscles’; ‘muscular torso”). Wilson did not measure up
against the traditional sporting male. It was from this point that the narrative
emphasised alternative masculine ideals. Wilson did not look for personal reward or
self-gratification from the feats of physical endurance that he performed. He often
attributed his wins to someone else or did not accept the prize at the end of the story,

because ‘to have made the jump is the only reward he sought!**’

When Joe won the race Wilson’s reaction was described: ‘Never had he
shown emotion at one of his own triumphs, but now his cheeks were flushed and he

was obviously jubilant at Fielding’s success [...] The great athlete seemed to show

real warmth towards the youth.”*® This action placed Wilson among other boy heroes
who practiced restraint and responsibility, rather than aggression. The hero’s own
definition of masculinity became sharper without ever being explicitly presented as
such. He was a hero with not only superhuman physical strength but also a hero who
exercised moderation, self-discipline and responsibility, all ultimate manly values.
The character of Wilson belonged to the working-class hero model that Boyd
identified was important within the Edwardian period of papers. Yet he also
subverted the societal norms and rules attached to the working-class hero who
worked with the system. When Wilson competed with the British Athletic
Association ‘everyone — except Wilson — wore the official blue-and-gold tie of the
United British Athletic Association and a similar ribbon round his sun hat. Wilson

wore neither a tie nor a hat. He had on a rough, homespun suit and thick-soled

%" Wizard, 27 August 1949,
% Wizard, 30 July 1949,

» Tbid.

¥ Ibid., 27 August 1949.
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boots.”! This type of individual working-class, anti-hero was championed further in
D.C. Thomson’s Rover after 1945.
At the end of the Second World War working-class male youths posed a

concern for educationalists and moral reformers. Rising rates of juvenile crime,
dramatised by repeated panics surrounding metropolitan youth cultures, focused
attention upon young men’s socialisation into ‘normative’ masculinities.>>

Vociferous critiques of the transition from post-war austerity to 1950s affluence

sharpened concern about the male youth.> In 1951 ‘A Study of Glasgow Boys’ was
published which, based on the experiences of 1, 349 Glasgow lads, was concerned
with their future prospects. The report indicated that despite the numerous social
organisations ‘run by churches, social agencies, and other autonomous bodies, and
supplemented more recently by a Youth Service provided by Education Authorities
and led by Youth Service officers [...] there is a failure to guide the interests and

ambitions of youth into channels of social usefulness and their mental and physical
energies into productive work.” ‘Glaring’ records of ‘hooliganism and gangsterism’
were cited as evidence of the youth problem.** D.C. Thomson & Co. responded to
the concern surrounding male youth after the Second World War by introducing anti-

heroic, male working-class characters into their story papers for boys.

‘Hooligans’ and Working-class Heroes in the Rover, c. 1949

Alf Tupper ‘was regarded as a hooligan’ in the Rover. >> ‘Alf Tupper - The
Tough of the Track’ series first featured in D.C. Thomson’s Rover in 1949 and
continued as a comic strip in the Victor until the 1980s.”® The Tupper series focused

on Alf’s hard fought achievements in athletics. However, the character of Alf

*! Ibid., 30 July 1949.

*2 The uniqueness of the post-war ‘phenomenon’ of male subcultures has been questioned by G.
Pearson, Hooligan: A History of Respectable Fears (London, 1983); J. Gillis, ‘The Evolution of
Juvenile Delinquency in England 1890 — 1914’ in Past and Present, 67 (1975), pp. 96-126 and J.
Springhall, Coming of Age: Adolescence in Britain 1860 — 1960 (Dublin, 1986).
* R. Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy (London, 1957).
** T. Ferguson & J. Cunnison, The Young Wage Earner: A Study of Glasgow Boys (London, 1951),

. 24-5.
; Rover, 18 June 1949. The term ‘hooligan’ was first used to describe gangs of rowdy youths in 1898
and was said to have originated as a corruption of ‘Hooley’s gang’, which operated in south London at
the time. See Pearson, Hooligan, p. 74.

*® The Wizard and the Rover were merged in 1970 to form The Wizard and Rover. In 1973 the Victor
and Wizard were also amalgamated.
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subverted established 1deas and narratives, and undermined previous story paper
representations of masculinity and class. The label ‘hooligan’ produced the image of
a rough working-class youth, a sign of moral decline and cultural disintegration, who
required control and regulation.?” This concern for order and control was highlighted
by the attention young working-class youths achieved at the time from a range of
official organisations, such as boys’ clubs and from contemporary social scientists.>*
Stephen Humphries’ work on working-class youth culture and the complex issue of
class conflict allows a distinction to be made between the concept of a ‘hooligan’ and
a ‘rebel’.”

Setting the ‘Tough of the Track’ series in a northern, industrial working-class
context, (a fictional manufacturing town called Greystone’), instantly created a
departure from previous boys’ sporting stories set on the playing fields of public
schools, locations favoured in the Boys’ Own Paper and earlier in the Magnet and the

Gem. In the early twentieth century ‘in England, urbanisation was associated with the
weakening of manhood, and playing fields were thought to be ideal for the
reconstitution of masculinity.”*' The backdrop of a northern manufacturing town
provoked some interesting conflicts and class antagonisms. The factory working
class initially started existence doubly segregated, morally and physically cut off in
smoky towns from the rest of the nation. By moving the ‘playing field’ and the
action into an urban environment the manly ideal became more accessible to
working-class boys, at a time when the traditional ‘playing field*** for British

masculinity of the colonial state was in doubt.

This alternative setting stimulated the idea of Alf as a working-class anti-hero

and offered a contested and subverted language of class. His character did not
resemble the previous aristocratic boy heroes let alone the working-class characters

who had accepted authority in the Edwardian and inter-war period. Alf sleptin a

31 'The Victor included a prequel to the ‘Tough of the Track’ series in 1973 called ‘The Rough Tough
Boyhood of Alf Tupper’. Alf was an orphan and sent to an ‘Industrial ‘School’ for ‘care and
attention’.

3 pearson, Hooligan; E. Yeo, ‘The Boy is the Father of the Man’: Moral Panic Over Working-Class
Youth, 1850 to the present’, in Labour History Review, 69, 2 (2004), pp. 185-199.

*? S. Humphries, Hooligans or Rebels: An Oral History of Working-Class Childhood and Youth 1889
- 1939 (Oxford, 1981), p. 10.

‘9 Rover, 30 December 1950.

‘I A. D. Downes, ‘From Boys to Men: Colonial Education, Cricket and Masculinity in the Caribbean
1870 — ¢. 1920°, in The International Journal of the History of Sport, 22, 1 (January 2005), pp. 6-7.
‘2 Ibid., Downes suggests that the playing field was a metaphor for the colonial state, p. 9.
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disused barge on the canal, worked as a plumber’s handyman, earned 25 shillings a
week, pawned his running prizes and lived off fish and chips. Instead of offering a
view of the class structure from the viewpoint of the middle and upper classes, the
story created a space for those from below to construct their own suitable, sometimes
defiant, language of class. Alf continually showed disrespect for agencies of social
control and power. He was not obedient and did not compromise or submit to the
assumed greater knowledge of his elders and their community. The image created of
Alf Tupper throughout was of a strong-minded, independent young man who did not
fit easily into the traditional middle-class or working-class discourse of masculinity
previously upheld in boys’ story papers.

Class distinction was flaunted in the series. As a working-class ‘hooligan’ Alf
competed and was compared with the middle-class athletic ‘swanks’ of Granton Hall

Athletics Club. The term ‘swank’ was commonly used then as an informal

disapproval when someone acted too confidently. This class tension was highlighted
in a number of ways. Alf’s clothes objectified his working-class position. His ‘brown
paper package’ contained his old running shoes, which he tied on with old bits of

cord, and his running vest contrasted strongly with the ‘swanks’ ‘dark red blazers

and white flannel trousers.’® (See illustration 2.4)

The different journeys that Alf and the ‘swanks’ made to competitions
emphasised the class distinctions between the two. In one episode Alf travelled to a
competition in Brussels via a ferry, bike, foot and hitched a ride on the tailgate of a
lorry and eventually arrived late. In contrast the ‘swanks’ had a comfortable journey

on ‘an airliner that flew smoothly over [Alf] on the same course.’** Despite the
‘swanks’ attempts to sabotage Alf’s chances of competing in races, Alf was
resourceful and always managed to get out of whatever situation he found himself in.
This narrative of resilience emphasised key working-class masculine attributes such
as independence, hard work and strength.

Sport offered the most prominent area for heroic achievement. For young
boys who were growing up in the 1950s becoming a professional sportsman may

have been attractive compared with the privations they were still experiencing. Tales

4> Rover, 1 October 1949.
* Ibid., 18 June 1950.
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[llustration 2.4: The masthead of ‘The Tough of the Track’ series changed weekly.
This one compared Alf’s meager kit of one pair of running shoes, shorts and hand
painted running vest wrapped and carried in a brown paper package with the Granton
Hall runner’s professional kit of tracksuit, multiple pairs of shoes and shorts
complete with trowel, slippers, suitcase and blazer. Source: Rover, 1 October 1949.




of soccer and boxing would appeal to a reader by their associations with the reader’s
own activities and freedoms. Victor Kiernan acknowledges that the ‘cult of sport’
was ‘an important go-between of the classes’.* In this light, sport, or more
specifically athletics or football, could be seen to highlight a common language.
Through the constant trope of a sporting hero different classes were able to find an
outlet for their aspirations and hopes. Kiernan is quick to point out that hero worship
should not be mistaken for the sum total of working-class allegiance or aspiration.

Instead, it represents a ‘sturdy independence, deserving of respect in a world of

increasingly machine-made values.”*

Sport was revered in male juvenile literature and celebrations of the skills
developed by participation were further emphasised in editorials and informative
articles. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century team sports were viewed as
essential to character building as they employed an ethos of team spint, loyalty and
manliness while simultaneously replicating the choices and situations young men
may have faced on the battlefield. Historian Richard Holt suggests that the common
idea of popular sports in the early twentieth century was that ‘workers make their
own culture rather than having their play organised for them.”*” For Alf, competing
independently in athletic tournaments was fun. Athletics was a hobby that kept him
busy after the hours of work. He acknowledged that he’d ‘be bored stiff without a bit

of racing.’*® He seldom accepted prize money: ‘Running’s my sport. I don’t want a

penny for this.’*

John Robertson wrote for D.C. Thomson’s syndicate of boys’ story papers
and worked on the ‘Tough of the Track’ series from 1954 until 1985. He recalled the
character of Alf Tupper:

If we take Alf Tupper, Alf Tupper was a loner, who by sheer
guts and determination got himself to the top and despised

officialdom and bureaucracy. He had an old vest with a

V. Kiernan, ‘Working Class and Nation in Nineteenth Century Britain’, in M, Comforth (ed.),
Rebels and their Causes: Essays in Honour of A. L. Morton (London, 1978), p. 136.
46 11
Ibid.
‘7 R. Holt, ‘The Batsman as Gentleman: Inter-War Cricket and the English Hero’, in G. Cubit & A.

Warren (eds.), Heroic Reputations and Exemplary Lives (Manchester, 2000), p. 135
8 Rover, 30 December 1950.
“ Ibid.,, 10 September 1949,
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wolf’s head [painted] on i1t and he was a loner in a situation

where you had increasing clubs and coaches.*
Conscious of the elaborate emblems on the other teams’ kit Alf reacted by painting
the motif of his employers company “Moggs & Co.”, a wolf, on his shirt with black
paint borrowed from the groundsman.”! This emblem marked him out as the
subversive ‘lone wolf runner’ and not a member of the pack.’* Alf was self-
sufficient, ‘in fact he was a one-man team.’”> He competed alone and was not a team
player.

In contrast it 1s easy to spot the middle-class professionalisation of sport in
the ‘Tough of the Track’ series. Alf’s opposition, the ‘swanks’ from the athletics
club, employed two eminent scientists who hoped to ‘make a real science of
athletics.”>® Their coach, Commander Churcher, was also a former Olympic relay
runner, which echoed of rules and regulations of a governing body. He was
considered an ‘expert opinion’.” His name even combined references to the military
and Christian morality. Churcher did not support Alf’s independent attempts to race
and succeed. Professionalisation equated to a ruling voice of authonty, which
dictated the correct and legitimate demeanour of those who were highly trained and
disciplined. They regulate every aspect of an athlete’s training regime, which would
not endorse a staple diet of fish and chips. Despite this Alf usually succeeded and

won which undermined established order and bureaucracy.
Independent working-class recreation was at odds with rational recreation
under middle-class control. Alf’s strong independence and nonconformity were

constantly in conflict with the official discourse of middle-class respectability and
normality. In the context and language of ‘The Tough of the Track’, Alf was labelled
by the dominant powers as deviant, a radical, a minority or as an outsider, an ‘other’.
He was not included in their ideal. He did not conform to their notion of ‘normal’.
Indeed, Alf ‘regarded being hard-up as the normal state of existence.’>® The ‘Tough

of the Track’ series resisted the civilizing process of fair play and sportsmanship and

% Interview with John Robertson, 18 March 2005, conducted by Hilary Young.
>! Rover, 22 July 1950.

*? Ibid., 10 September 1949,

> Ibid., 22 July 1950.

* Ibid., 30 December 1950.

> Ibid., 10 September 1949,

* Ibid., 18 June 1949.
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transgressed the limits of decent involvement in terms of middle-class standards of

language, gesture and style. As opposed to traditional middle-class i1deals of

athleticism and respectability, the character of Alf could initially be understood as

deviant because he undermined middle-class expectations:

Alf Tupper, the welding-shop apprentice whose one great
interest in life was athletics, put a sack down on the counter of

the pawnshop. He took out a chiming clock and two big cabinets
of fish knives and forks.

‘How did you get hold of these?’ asked Dan Sherwin, the

pawnbroker.

‘If you think I pinched ‘em you’re wrong,’ sn<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>