
 

The World We  Knew as  Children 

This week’s theme is broad but, as we are the writers group I am going to narrow it down to “what we read as  
children.” And, as we are a scatter of ages and I don’t know what you read as a child I will focus down further to, 
“what I read as a child.” 
 
I was four in 1960, fourteen in 1970, so what I read as a child is a story of the sixties. It divides into three main 
types: poetry, comics and story books – I must have read some non-fiction books too, for school if nothing else, but 
I don’t remember much about them. 
 
I wasn’t a great poetry reader but I did have a children’s compendium of poetry. The end papers were such a deep 
and vibrant green that it gave me a jolt of pleasure to look at them but the only poem I remember from it is on this 
blog – Flannen Isle. https://catch23writinggroup.wordpress.com/2020/09/03/on-the-horizon/ 
 
I also remember being struck by The Ancient Mariner (which wasn’t in that book) but apart from long poems about 
the sea and sinister birds the main poet I remember was Spike Milligan. I had a book of his (mostly nonsense) po-
etry and was enough of a fan to write him a letter as part of a junior school project – receiving a polite reply from 
his secretary. 

 
“The past is a foreign country, they do things differently there.” 
L.P. Hartley’s first line of, The Go-between comes to mind when 
considering the comics I used to read. Not so much the Beano 
and Dandy whose anarchic if endlessly repetitive humour  
survived unscathed until fairly recently. But I preferred comics 
like Victor and  Tiger and Hurricane with Second World War 
stories like Captain Hurricane mowing down “the Hun” with his 
sub machine gun and The Wolf of Kabul, an English agent on 
the North West Frontier who disguised himself as a native and 
kept the frontier safe for the British Empire with the able  
assistance of his servant Chung who was armed with a cricket 
bat he called,  “clicky-ba.” 
 
I also read Bunty which my grandmother had piles of. I think 
she got them from the family she cleaned for and kept them for 
my three sisters to read when we stayed with her. I would 
much prefer to read about clicky-ba smashing the skulls of 
 rebellious Pathans than adventures of public school girls like, 
The Four Marys, but… well, a story is a story – I even read the 
soppy romance comic stories in my older sister’s Jackie maga-

zine – some of which were drawn by comic art greats like Esteban Maroto, I later discovered. 

 

The world of literature, and to a large extent teaching, that I knew as a child assumed that the British Empire was a 
good thing, disdained foreigners (apart from amusing servants like Chung) assumed that girls did the domestic 

tasks and patronised working class people 
(the Beano with strips like The Bash Street 
Kids is an honourable exception.) 
 But it is not really surprising that the 
comics and many books reflected these 
views. The times they were a changing but 
tales like, The Wolf of Kabul began in the 
1920’s and the “School stories” developed 
in the 19th Century and needed to be set in 
boarding schools to work.  By the sixties 
they were archaic survivals and, though 
neither I nor they knew it, were about to 
become extinct. 

 



 

Which leaves books. Nowadays children’s literature is such a vast realm that it is hard to imagine how limited it 
was in the sixties. There were the classics like The Wind in the Willows,  of course, but contemporary children’s 
fiction was thin on the ground. This was might have been Enid Blyton’s fault. She pumped out such a flood of  
fiction that it probably drowned most competitors. Indeed, she wrote so much that even the Enid Blyton Society is 
unsure exactly how many books she had published. 
 
I wasn’t a massive fan. I never took to Noddy or the Magic Faraway Tree 
when younger or The Famous Five when a bit older, though I did have a short 
period devouring the “Adventure” books. But love her or regard her as a   
repository of outdated class and gender stereotypes I think it is fair to say 
that she is literary junk-food. You snack on it (ideally, washed down with  
lashings of ginger beer) but you are hungry again five minutes later, and the 
memes and themes (not to mention characters) are so similar that I, at least, 
found it hard to stay interested. 
 
Fantasy came to the rescue. I think we did The Hobbit at school but I cannot 
remember if that was before or after  C.S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the 
Wardrobe series. I loved them both. OK so the children in the Lewis books are 
a bit, well…  Blytony, and on mature consideration I agree with Tolkien that 
kangeroos and Father Christmas are a bit dodgy in a world of fauns and  
centaurs but I don’t remember it bothering me at the time. And the inven-
tiveness of the storyline was not Blytony at all. Nor were characters as vivid 
as Puddleglum the marsh wiggle.  I loved Alan Garner’s books, like The  
Weirdstone of Brisingamen more, if anything. 
 
But it was a non fantasy series that I loved the most; Arthur Ransome’s Swallows and Amazon books. The crew of 
The Swallow are, perhaps, a wee bit Blytoney too – two boys, two girls, the oldest a boy who is in charge with a 
motherly oldest girl – but then there are the Amazon Pirates, Nancy and Peggy. And though the Swallows are 
clearly on holiday from their private schools subsequent books like Coot Club feature working class kids (the chil-
dren of Norfolk Broads boatbuilders) as protagonists. 

 
Partly, I think it is because Ransome 
managed to blend the reality (kids 
playing in dinghies and camping) with 
the fantasy of their games ( sea bat-
tles and pirates) so seamlessly. But 
more than that it is Ransome’s love 
and knowledge of the countryside, 
wildlife, the sea and sailing which suf-
fuses the books.  Coot Club is about a 
group of kids in the Norfolk Broads 
uniting to protect birds nests from the 
“hullabaloos” (crass and boorish 
pleasure boat users). Great Northern? 
is about a sailing cruise to the Outer 
Hebrides in search of great northern 
divers, and saving a breeding bird 
from an egg collector.  

 
In the sixties, when I came across these books, I had been to the Outer Hebrides on holidays but only very briefly 
to the Lake District and never to the Norfolk Broads. But, by chance I later did conservation work on the Broads, 
my family moved to Lewis and I became very familiar with, and fond of the Lakes, especially the southern part 
where Swallows and Amazons and subsequent books are set.  So my memories of the fictional world I knew as a 
child through Arthur Ransome’s stories stayed with me as I came to love the Broads in the 1980s and the Lakes in 
the 1990s and 2000s. And as he knew what he was writing about the two melded in my mind, when with a lesser 
writer they could easily have jarred. Part of the thrill I got from seeing a great northern diver in the Outer Harbour 
of Stornoway earlier this year, surely derived from reading Arthur Ransome as a child 
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