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SYNOPSIS 
 

 

If Fools Went Not To Market, Bad Wares Would Not Be Sold 

Dictionary of Proverbs 

 

The aim of this study is to examine the tension between ‘commerce and culture’ in the 

dynamic development of the Australian children’s publishing industry, within the wider 

context of international children’s publishing history. It aims to refute a commonly stated 

‘truism’ – that the conflict between the cultural value of a book and the need to market it 

threatens the integrity of the authors, publishers and the books themselves. Instead, it 

demonstrates that the tension between cultural and commercial definitions of the book 

publisher’s role lies at the heart of the dynamism which has fuelled the development of a 

publishing climate, and created really innovative publishing. Publishing has too often 

been examined as if the sole motive of the publisher should be to produce books of 

quality, and though this is certainly the primary objective of the publishers which are the 

focus in this study, it is imperative to recognize that the dissemination of ‘quality’ 

literature and cultural product has always been dependent upon the recognition of 

commercial strategies which are often naively dismissed as being opportunistic and 

even extraneous to the publisher’s purpose. As this thesis endeavours to show, the 

pioneering efforts of John Newbery, the Religious Tract Society, E.W. Cole, Ward, Lock 

& Co., and Australia’s first publisher Angus & Robertson and of later publishers such as 

Penguin, Scholastic, Lothian, Omnibus, Allen & Unwin and others, were founded just as 

much upon the shrewd recognition of a viable market as they were upon the aim to 

enrich young readers’ lives. In fact it is the symbiotic partnership between these two 

objectives which has fuelled their successes and their failures. It is where publishers 

either steer a path paved only with good intentions or one paved entirely with gold that 

their enterprises generally falter.  

 

The study owes a significant debt to the achievements of those who have documented 

Australian children’s publishing ‘output’ so assiduously – Maurice Saxby’s ground-

breaking histories (1969, 1971, 1993) and Marcie Muir and Kerry White’s comprehensive 

bibliographical tools (1982, 1992). Contrary to those endeavours, though, this study 
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‘goes back-stage’ to the area where the publishing ‘action’ happens. Consequently it 

does not provide a comprehensive overview of every publication or author; it does not 

cover every genre and style. Rather it is concerned to document the activities of 

publishers which have produced books for children in Australia, in brief, and to isolate 

key examples of publishing enterprises within this coverage which represent ‘case 

studies’ of the different types of companies which have played a successful part in 

publishing development.  

 

This work is intended to be of interest not simply to either children’s literature or 

Australian literature theorists, but to book historians, and to media, cultural studies and 

entertainment industry theorists. It was based on a belief that cultural histories of this 

nature are valuable in tracking the growth of a society and also in demonstrating that 

creative endeavours are never simply that. They are the result of a complex interweaving 

of a variety of factors, and that therefore artists approach creativity ‘at their peril’ without 

first understanding something of the world into which they are entrusting their creations.  

 

Consequently there were several objectives in the study which were to:   

• contextualize Australian children’s publishing within a history of children’s publishing 

internationally, with particular reference to early commercial beginnings in Britain and 

to British Empire developments, but also with appropriate reference to growth in the 

USA; 

• contextualize Australian children’s publishing within the broader range and 

expansion of the book publishing industry in Australia, particularly the latter’s 

economic growth and cultural influence since WWII, but also including an overview of 

foundational developments from the nineteenth century; 

• contextualize Australian children’s publishing within social, educational and cultural 

developments, such as the development of education programs, the expansion of 

public and school libraries, the changes in government policy related to children and 

books, shifting social attitudes towards the child, and the impact of entertainment and 

media industries; 

• examine the roles played by various individuals, especially publishers, managers, 

editors, marketers, booksellers, librarians, teachers and professional commentators 

in the development of the Australian children’s publishing industry. Their roles will be 

analysed in the context of  various industry-particular questions such as a) the oft-
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remarked upon tensions that exist in publishing, between for example, ‘craft-like’ and 

bureaucratic structures; b) the interplay between ‘structure and agency’ in the 

industry; c) the shift from a ‘library market’ to a ‘mass market’ under such influences 

as globalization and media; d) whether publishing is necessarily more ‘Australian’ if it 

is done by independent, rather than multinational companies; and e) the influence 

that the ‘internal’ structure of publishing has had on its development, e.g. the 

isolation of children’s publishing from the mainstream, the predominance of women 

as agents in its development, and so on; 

• finally, discuss the implications of globalization since the 1970s, and posit future 

directions in the production, marketing and consumption of children’s properties. 

 

This study examines the industry from a critical perspective relying not on the evaluation 

of quality as opposed to mass market literature, but viewing all forms of trade literature 

for children as part of a dynamic whole. It therefore traces the origins of publishing in 

English-language countries briefly first before examining the Australian situation, and 

shows that from the very beginning, publications for children have been the products of 

both altruistic and profit-driven objectives. It concentrates on the post-WWII period, on 

certain key enterprises and trends which have been particularly successful, suggesting 

that those publishing houses and those individuals within them who ‘balance’ commerce 

and culture with the most skill, are those who succeed in making ‘good’ books readily 

accessible to those for whom they have been created.  

 

This thesis celebrates the fact that children’s publishers have always demonstrated an 

admirable combination of opportunism and idealism, the two characteristics which are 

essential to a successful publishing company. Australia has been fortunate in rearing 

several enterprising individuals whose early publishing attempts laid the ground for the 

currently successful houses. Without E.W. Cole, William Steele at Ward, Lock and Co., 

Frank Eyre at Oxford University Press, Andrew Fabinyi at Cheshire, Barbara Ker Wilson 

at Angus & Robertson, Anne Bower Ingram at William Collins, the later successes of key 

individuals at Penguin Books Australia, Scholastic Australia, Allen & Unwin, Lothian 

Books and Omnibus Books and countless others may not have been planted in such 

fertile ground. This study predicts that the future of Australian children’s publishing lies in 

the recognition of the essential role played by commercial instincts in shaping cultural 

endeavours.  
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CHAPTER ONE  
 
GOING TO MARKET  
 

 
This little pig went to market,  
This little pig stayed at home,  
This little pig had roast beef,  
This little pig had none,  
And this little pig cried,  
Wee-wee-wee-wee-wee, 
I can’t find my way home.   

(Opie 1951: 349) 
 
Australian children’s publishing industry history provides ample evidence of three facts: 

that there has always been a vital and intimate relationship between the forces of 

commerce and culture in any successful publishing enterprise; that ‘the practice of 

publishing is shaped as much by the ideas or models publishers have of their profession 

as it is by market forces’ (Lane 1980: 39); and that both Australian-owned and 

multinational companies have contributed to its development.   

 

Since 1945 Australian children’s books have been ‘taken to market’ in a period of 

growth, change and transition from a deprived publishing scene dominated by British 

interests and by the impoverished cultural climate attached to such a new colony, to a 

gradual growth of Australian-owned companies, to increasing globalization with 

international media conglomerates in control of the majority of local publishing interests. 

Australian-originated product is still strong, however, a fact which is illustrated 

simplistically by the growth in numbers of books submitted to the annual Children’s Book 

Council of Australia (CBCA) awards. In 1959, despite postwar enthusiasm, ‘only fourteen 

books were submitted and of these seven were published abroad’ (Fabinyi 1971: 7). In 

2001, 340 books were submitted, in 2002, 325, in 2003, 331, and in 2004 there were 

315. From 1946 to 1976 ‘almost all these books were published by three companies: 

Angus & Robertson, Oxford University Press and Kestrel/Puffin’ (Price 1990: 16). Since 

then, several very powerful lists have been established by both multinationals and 

 8



independents, and Australian product has become far more visible in the local 

marketplace.  

 
In a new century in which ‘Harry Potter’ is an unprecedented international phenomenon, 

it’s tempting to suppose that local authors may experience problems in marketing their 

works. But since the 1980s the enormous popularity of a diverse range of Australian 

authors and illustrators (such as Robin Klein, Mem Fox, Isobelle Carmody, Graeme 

Base, Paul Jennings, John Marsden, Morris Gleitzman and Andy Griffiths) and the 

critical acclaim accorded to authors and illustrators such as Jeannie Baker, Pamela 

Allen, Gary Crew, Gillian Rubinstein, Marcus Zusak and Ursula Dubosarsky, has 

provided substantial evidence that there is an Australian and an international market for 

local authors published by these local and overseas enterprises.  

 

Whereas by the end of the 1970s a handful of Australian literary writers including Ivan 

Southall, Patricia Wrightson, Joan Phipson, Nan Chauncy, Eleanor Spence and Hesba 

Brinsmead had been discovered, now Australian children’s literature boasts a far more 

eclectic group numbering in their scores, many of whom have become ‘celebrities’ who 

do media appearances, regularly attend festivals and visit schools to celebrate their 

work. The last two decades has also witnessed a blurring of the traditional boundaries 

between the literary trade, the mass market and the library market. It has dramatically 

demonstrated the cyclical pattern which characterizes all publishing histories with 

independents and multinationals waxing and waning in power, but together having 

contrived a place for Australian ‘product’ in a market which increasingly supports the 

‘literary’ as ‘mass’ market product. 

 

However, instead of addressing questions about these developments to the producers 

and distributors, critics of children’s literature and popular media commentators have 

generally misguidedly addressed them largely to the creators by writing profiles of their 

creative trajectories. They have ignored or not been aware of the fact that the power of 

individual ‘dispositions varies according to the state of the field…, the position in the field 

and the degree of institutionalization of the position’ (Bourdieu 1993: 72). Creators are 

partners in the production of children’s books, and their activities should be viewed in the 

context of organizational factors – ‘ownership, production, technology, distribution, 

consumption, and the role of the state’ (Wilson 1988: 61). This study will examine the 
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‘market’ as a place where culture is created, rather than viewing marketing as a threat 

to, or as an activity distinct from, the production of culture. It will also focus on how key 

individuals have negotiated those forces for  

 

a book history that relies on structuralist models of historiography will remain as 
incomplete and unsatisfying as technical bibliographical description without the 
social context from which the book as material object emerged. Equally, book 
history that relies solely on the testimonies of representative or amorphous 
groups…denies the significant role of the prominent individual as an agent of 
change. (McCleery 2002: 178-9) 

 

Therefore the following study will employ a methodology which is a synthesis of a 

number of approaches, to be examined in the literature survey which follows.  

 

Children’s publishers have always had to negotiate between the need to make profits 

and the desire to create worthwhile cultural products. Simplistic oppositions between 

commercial and cultural aims cannot be supported by close observation of the actual 

practices of committed publishers. One critic, for example, recently accused global 

publishers of taking highly original books of quality and making them ‘commonplace 

phenomenal best-sellers to reduce their originality’ (Zipes 2001: 48), which seems a 

crime of curious dimensions! Current commercial developments are, rather than being 

entirely new, part of a continuum in which successful children’s publishers have 

balanced ‘commerce and culture’, but this has been increasingly complexified by the 

proliferation of media in the twentieth century. Children’s publishing should be positioned 

not in opposition to the media as it has been customarily located, but in a symbiotic 

partnership with it, as one of a range of media industries which are part of cultural 

growth. 

 
The true publisher moves with equal comfort in the world of mind and art and in 
the world of commerce. This may not be a common personality combination: in 
fact it is probably rather rare. But it appears to be an indispensable prerequisite 
for achievement in book publishing. Publishers who consistently disrespect the 
demands for quality and worth in the manuscripts they publish will, despite 
temporary successes, find their enterprises dying of spiritual starvation in the 
end; just as publishers who consistently ignore the commercial needs of their 
establishments will find before long that cultural opportunities are negated by 
bankruptcy. (Dessauer 1981: 18-19) 
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These twin ideals of commerce and culture are played out amidst complex social, 

economic and cultural forces which influence those who make publishing decisions. So, 

if it is crucial to understand publishing structures it is just as necessary to recognize that 

the Australian children’s publishing industry’s growth has been driven by the activities 

and attitudes of key individuals, who have either anticipated or precipitated structural 

changes. This study is also premised on the assertion made by George Ferguson, who 

always ‘maintained from the first that an Australian publisher was someone who 

published in Australia’ (Eyre 1978: 41). Both independent Australians and multinationals 

play essential roles in the Australian children’s publishing industry.  

 

If international children’s publishing growth since WWII has been significant, the pattern 

in Australia has been particularly vigorous and interesting. The spectacular success of 

recent children’s publishers must be viewed against the background of inhibiting 

historical influences. After the early Colonial and the pre-WWII periods during which little 

children’s publishing occurred, children’s publishing began here with the flowering of 

educational publishing in the 1950s, which failed, however, to lead to any immediate 

growth in children’s trade publishing. The beginning of local children’s trade lists 

occurred in the 1960s and 1970s, ironically during a period of takeovers. This led to a 

blossoming of independents in the 1980s. What was perceived by some as a decline in 

local publishing during the 1990s nevertheless led to a commercial boom matched 

internationally, though this prosperity began to level out as the century turned. This 

seemingly cyclical pattern invites investigation for it comprises a fifty-year time-frame 

with the balance between local and international influences changing and changing 

again. This study will focus on these fifty years, 1950-2003, although it has proved 

necessary to introduce the period, and the strands of development running through it, by 

detailing what led up to it. This progress will be viewed in the context of the increased 

recognition of children and teenagers as ‘a consumer market’ since WWII, a fact which 

has enhanced and contributed to overall publishing enlargement, and which is part of a 

broader proliferation of children’s cultural and media products (Raugust 1997c; Seiter 

1993; Kline 1993; McNeal 1992; Duke 1979). The study also traces the nineteenth- 

century factors which continued to play a role in Australian publishing even in this growth 

phase.   

 11



Publishing History Approaches 
  

The development of schemas for book theorists is still new territory for exploration and 

beset by contradictory approaches. 

 
Authorial agency, publishers’ incentives, technological developments, cultural 
and legal formations, and marketplace incentives all figure in various ways 
depending on the era, country, and text. (Jordan and Patten 1995: 1)  

 

Print and other cultural products can be further distinguished:   

 
Four other principles…are likely to figure in any new paradigm of publishing 
history. First, the principle of mediation… Second, …however much it starts with 
physical products, will in the end have to incorporate intangibles: ideological and 
social formulations that privileged print culture, events that lent themselves to 
verbal formulation and dissemination…and particular conjunctions of time, place, 
and person that stimulated print production… Third, the ambiguities of a print 
culture – the ways in which it supercedes without erasing oral and visual cultures 
and spawns its own imitations, rejections and assimilations… Fourth, no history 
of publishing can hope to be comprehensive if it does not recognise the 
impossibility of composing a single metanarrative. (Jordan and Patten 1995: 12-
13)  

 

In Australian cultural industry history, critics (Curtain 1993; Wilson 1992, 1989; Haye 

1981) suggest that ‘there are large gaps’ (Cunningham and Turner 1993: 14) particularly 

in relation to publishing, which is not an ‘industry with a particularly high profile’ so that 

its analysis has been even less common. In order to address this perceived lack of 

research, this thesis will define publishing and survey existing research to premise the 

strategies to be employed. Book publishing shares, with other forms of cultural 

production, the tension between ‘structure and agency…between institutionalized 

structure and strategic conduct’ (Tulloch, Cunningham and Turner 1993: 138). It is a 

cultural industry operating within a commercial landscape. One further distinction to be 

investigated is the changes in the distribution of books caused by an increasingly global 

corporate environment. Once it was true to say that    

 
cultural industries can be classified as either distributor- or producer-oriented. 
Publishing is unusual precisely because it nurtures both kinds of enterprises 
simultaneously (sometimes in a single house). (Powell 1986) 
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But now, in this global environment, books, like other forms of media, are often produced 

by large conglomerates which combine the functions of production and distribution of a 

variety of media under one enterprise. If the publisher is a smaller, independent 

company, it is less likely today to distribute its own products, recognising the competitive 

nature of the industry, and is therefore more likely either to purchase the services of 

larger companies to distribute their products, or act in consortiums with other smaller 

companies. (Chapters 7 and 8 will explore these issues in more detail.)  

 

While books are frequently subjected to a range of analyses and methodologies, the 

partners involved in their production have rarely been subjected to intensive scrutiny. 

Moreover, literary analysis has invariably concentrated on narrow definitions of these 

products, in that it tends to identify texts as belonging to certain ‘genres’ and regards 

‘literary product’ as belonging to an ‘audience’ which is educated to appreciate its special 

qualities. Instead, by examining the publishing industry, rather than the texts it produces, 

or the authors who create them, we avoid the ‘distinction between high and low culture’ 

(Wilson 1988: 61) preserved by literary theory, and examine books in another way.  

 
It is a generally accepted fact that the economic and social development in society 
influences completely the pattern of our lives, in so far as our material environment 
is concerned. Oddly enough the same assumption is not regarded as self-evident 
when it comes to our consumption of culture. Obviously we cannot isolate our 
interest in culture and our patterns of consumption of it from other social 
phenomena. Our way of living, our views on the family and on our leisure time, our 
work patterns and value judgments – all these things have a decisive influence on 
the whole cultural development, and not least on the writing, production, 
distribution and consumption of books. (Gedin 1975: 97)   

 

Therefore the following historical analysis is based on the creation of different products 

for different kinds of audiences, and not on a contrast between genuine art and mass 

industrialised culture (to paraphrase Gedin 1975: 61). Such a framework has rarely been 

deployed in examining children’s publishing structures, despite the fact that literary 

opinion now encompasses reader response theories and challenges to the 

‘canonisation’ of ‘high’ as opposed to ‘low’ forms of literature (Laura M. Miller 1999; 

Radway 1992, 1989; Long 1992). Theorists now more commonly acknowledge that the 

commercial aspects of the production of literature can be relevant to its aesthetic 

appreciation and to considerations of its cultural value.  

Characteristics of Publishing 
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Publishing operates amidst various tensions for  

 
the media are constantly torn between conflicting forces: between responding to 
local demands or international trends; between taking the cost-effective option or 
taking the culturally responsible option; between accepting the rhetorics of 
globalisation or asserting the right for national or local differences to be 
maintained. (Cunningham and Turner 1993: 12)  

 

Curtain identified publishing’s three prime characteristics: ‘the tension between 

commerce and culture’; ‘easy entry’; and ‘structural complexity’ (Curtain 1993a: 102). I 

will deal with these one by one. First, in the book industry, the ‘cultural versus market’ 

view has been played out in a range of arenas, in which the makers of books have tried 

to resist being governed by marketing regulations, by maintaining that ‘books are 

different’, a phrase used famously in the Defence of the Net Book Agreement before the 

Restrictive Practices Court in Britain in 1962, the judgment of which further explained 

that:  

 
’BOOKS are different’…may be accepted as true in two respects: for, first, no two 
literary works are the same or alike in the way in which or the extent to which two 
oranges or two eggs may be said to be; and, secondly, the production and 
marketing of books involve problems that are different from those which arise in 
connexion with most other commodities. (From The Judgment, quoted in Barker 
and Davies 1966: unnumbered half-title page)  

 

Such use of culture as a defence for government assistance to publishing in Australia 

has received several damning refutations employing words such as ‘elitism’ and 

‘paternalism’ used in the Australian Industries Assistance Commission Report, The 

Publishing Industry 17 October 1979 (1979: 60), and accusations deriding ‘vested 

interests’ (1979: 60) in its recommendation that forms of assistance cease, because, it 

was argued, ‘the values of a small elite group [were] being insinuated through the 

assistance which individuals in the community are forced to finance.’ (1979: 1) Mounting 

a defence for publishing’s special characteristics is complicated by the fact that it is a 

‘hybrid’ whose ‘operations are characterized by a mixture of modern mass-production 

methods and craftlike procedures’ (Coser, Kadushin and Powell 1982: 7). Whereas 

mass industries are generally organized along bureaucratic lines, in the publishing 

industry such standardized procedures are difficult to monitor in companies dealing with 

such individualistic product, in a market which ‘is fickle and often uncertain’ (Coser, 
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Kadushin and Powell 1982: 7) and which operates at such a high level of risk. Where 

theorists have often attempted to trace the history of publishing as a progress from a 

cottage industry to a fully corporate structure, such analysis is belied by the fact that  

 
[t]he continued survival of both cottage and corporate features makes it 
impossible to point to a particular period in the industry’s history and definitively 
state that then publishing underwent a profound transformation. (Coser, 
Kadushin and Powell 1982: 176)   

 

Put simply, publishing is a business but sometimes a very un-business-like one.  

 

‘Easy entry’ (Curtain 1993a: 102), Curtain’s second factor, contributes to the cyclical 

nature of industry change. As mergers occur, new companies arise, like the proverbial 

phoenix from the ashes. The relatively low cost of establishing a publishing enterprise 

(as compared to other forms of media production) means that though mergers may 

appear to be condensing the industry, small houses are apt to appear (as Australian 

children’s houses did in the 1980s) creating both a competitive and a fragmented 

marketplace in which trends are difficult to isolate (Noble 1978: 251-291). Curtain’s third 

factor in publishing – ‘structural complexity’ (Curtain 1993a: 102) – affects all its 

components. Every publishing enterprise engages in a complex mixture of activities 

ranging from production to distribution, involving interactions between diverse 

organizational partners whose outcomes are determined by an often ambiguous 

interplay between the factors of culture and commerce. The policies developed by these 

companies must take this complexity into account or they will necessarily fail to flourish.  

 

Coser, Kadushin and Powell (1982) have further outlined four structural features that 

make publishing so very complex: 

 
The industry sells its products – like any commodity – in a market, but a market 
that, in contrast to that for many other products, is fickle and often uncertain… is 
decentralised among a number of sectors whose operations bear little 
resemblance to each other…are characterized by a mixture of modern mass-
production methods and craftlike procedures. The industry remains perilously 
poised between the requirements and restraints of commerce and the 
responsibilities and obligations that it must bear as a prime guardian of the 
symbolic culture of the nation. (Coser, Kadushin and Powell 1982: 7)   

 

Rationale for Study of Children’s Publishing 
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An examination of publishing history literature demonstrates how little of it (including that 

relating to peripheral subjects such as librarianship or education) has been devoted to 

children’s publishing, or has had worthwhile observations to make concerning the 

structural aspects of this area of publishing. Three factors relate to the ‘silence’ or ‘gap’ 

in the record of Australian children’s publishing history:  

 

• First, the fact that international publishing research of any kind has been 

relatively recent;  

• second, that the Australian industry is still in its infancy and largely 

undocumented; and  

• third, that children’s publishing in Australia has been even more undervalued 

than elsewhere.  

 
The dearth of international publishing research was addressed by a handful of ground-

breaking works (Unwin 1926; Escarpit 1966; Lane 1980; Dessauer 1981; Tebbel 1981; 

Coser, Kadushin and Powell 1982; Feather 1988; Kobrak and Luey 1992; Greco 1997; 

Schiffrin 2000). The ‘silence’ is partly due to the difficulty of obtaining information 

because of the ‘air of secrecy’ which imbues the activities of the publisher, whose 

dealings with clients are characterised by a fraught combination of confidentiality and 

competitiveness. It has also been inhibited by the presumption that book production 

lacks the industry structure of other cultural endeavours, such as theatre, and is 

therefore not easily categorised as an industry (and indeed its members often seem to 

actively discourage the use of the term to describe their enterprise).  

 

Recent growth of publishing research culminated in the formation of the Society for the 

History of Authorship, Reading and Publishing (SHARP) in 1991, the History of the Book 

in Australia (HOBA) in 1993, with many other similar national projects 1 and in the 

development of several periodicals devoted to publishing history. 2 The need for 

research has been exacerbated by the fact that publishing since the 1970s has 

experienced rapid restructure with corporate takeovers and globalization:  

 

                                                           
1 The History of the Book in Canada; The History of the Book in Ireland.  
2 Publishing Research Quarterly; Book History; Sharp News; Publishing Studies; Logos.   
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With each move and merger individuals disappear, and documents (including 
manuscripts, illustrated letters and artwork) are lost, destroyed and otherwise 
dispersed… It therefore becomes increasingly difficult to locate detailed 
information about anything – from economics to changes in ethos and intention. 
(Reynolds and Tucker 1998: xi-xii) 

 

The application of this need 3 to the Australian context has also been recognized: 

‘Corporate takeovers were a feature of 1988 in the publishing world and the effect on 

archives can be compared to the bombing of publisher’s records in London during World 

War II’ (White 1991: 39). Few Australian publishing archives are catalogued and 

accessible to publishing researchers 4 and archiving of book trade materials has 

continued to be less than thorough:  

 
Archives are, prosaically, the ultimate key to progress with the sorts of serial or 
quantitative investigations the Australian trade needs. Their absence and the 
destruction of many ephemeral productions such as booksellers’ and 
auctioneers’ catalogues mean we have frequently to fall back on newspapers – 
which were also more informative [in earlier times]. (Kirsop 1982-3: 100-101)  

 

Moreover, with publishing growth slowing, and doomsayers pointing, at the beginning of 

a new millennium, to the dual threats posed by the rise of the global company and of 

technology, the importance of the study of book history is ever more pressing. On a 

practical level,  

 
a further impetus to begin the process of documenting contemporary children’s 
publishing is provided by the speed of technological change. The widespread use 
of word processors, computers and electronic mail means that there are 
“diminishing numbers of letters, manuscripts and other forms of ‘hard copy’ to 
save and consult.” (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: xii) 

 

                                                           
3 For example, after its merger in 1961 with legal publishers Sweet and Maxwell, ‘Peter Wait 
[Methuen’s then vice-chairman] remembers during the last days at Essex Street, being ankle-
deep in torn-up correspondence and records which must have included letters from writers like 
Conrad, Henry James, Kipling, Wells and Bennett, dating from the firm’s very earliest times’ 
(Duffy 1989: 147).  
4 Amongst those that do exist: Angus and Robertson, Mitchell Library; McPhee Gribble, University 
of Melbourne; Walter McVitty Books, Lu Rees Archives, University of Canberra; University of 
Queensland Press, Fryer Library, University of Queensland. 
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Literature Review 

 
Lane has defined five main areas of publishing coverage: ‘house and trade histories, 

memoirs and biography, handbooks, sociological materials, and periodicals’ (Lane 1980: 

132). My dissertation isolates five slightly different categories: 

    

• Historical coverage of individual publishing houses;  

• Publishing and book production history;  

• Literary criticism, history and bibliography;  

• Socio-critical studies of print culture; and  

• Publishing structures and their development in the marketplace. 

 

Each of these approaches may draw on secondary resources such as interviews, or on 

the primary source of archival documents which can provide first-hand knowledge of a 

publishing house, although what is preserved and its accessibility make unwise the 

presumption that an archive will provide the full story of a publishing venture.5  

 
Regarding the first category, my historical coverage of individual publishing houses 

consists of studies with an emphasis on the people who established them, and who have 

often bequeathed the house to family members, so that they share some characteristics 

with family histories. These may be broken into three further sub-categories. 1) There 

are publishers’ memoirs, which are anecdotal, personality-oriented works written by 

founders of publishing houses or lists, or by their associates, detailing their roles in the 

company’s development, and who therefore have invested their reflections with personal 

views, in which the books become players on the stages of these individuals’ lives 

(Howard 1971, 1977; Attenborough 1975; Unwin 1972; Joseph 1949; Dent 1938)6.  2) 

There has been the largely celebratory commissioned company history, generally aimed 

to commemorate significant junctures or anniversaries, which have hence recorded 

achievements rather than reported the context in which the company has developed 

(Little Brown & Co 1962; Reed 1957; Nelsons 1798-1948 1948; Unwins: A Century of 

                                                           
5 Overseas, far more accessible archives have been listed and linked on the SHARP website. 
6 Michael Morpurgo’s Allen Lane: King Penguin (1979) and Steve Hare’s Allen Lane and the 
Penguin Editors 1935-1970 (1995) are two interesting works in this category in that they delve 
into the nature of the editorial role with more perspicacity than most, and provide an insight into 
the interactions between individuals and structure in a more usefully analytical fashion. 
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Progress 1826-1926, 1926). Increasingly, independent scholars, too, have written about 

publishers and houses in a more dispassionate manner encompassing the sort of critical 

analysis which company employees, or ex-employees, are loath to exercise. Where they 

have not been commissioned, independent researchers have been hampered, however, 

by a lack of access to records or archives, and have not (in the main) published any very 

critical histories. Overseas company histories are numerous (St John 1990; Duffy 1989; 

Lambert and Ratcliffe 1987; Bradbury 1985; Hodges 1978; Sutcliffe 1978; Wallis 1974; 

Peterson 1970; Nowell-Smith 1958; Keir 1952; Morgan 1943)7. 3) The style of individual 

houses has also been expressed in profiles of individual editors or reminiscences of their 

publishing experiences, sometimes based on interviews or essays, generally directed at 

the writer or promoter of literature in journals where the emphasis has been on personal 

reflections on their editorial choices in developing a distinctive list. These reflections 

differ from the publishers’ memoirs in that they are largely ‘product’ rather than 

‘distributor’ oriented (Berg 1978; Henderson 1980).  

 

My second category of publishing coverage involves the publishing and book production 

history which surveys an entire continuum of publishing history in an encyclopedic 

overview (Altbach and Hoshino 1995; Dessauer 1981; Unwin 1926, 1960; Mumby 1930, 

1956), or of a particular era, or of a country of origin (Feather 1988; Tebbel 1981; 

Lehmann-Haupt, Wroth and Sliver 1937), or of specific types of publishing (Bonn 1992; 

Davis 1984; Schreuder 1981; Byrne 1978).  

 

The third category of publishing coverage has been that included in works of literary 

criticism, history and bibliography. Though obviously focused on literary works 

presenting a detailed bibliographical or biographical or literary analysis, these have 

included passing reference to the producers – though they have largely remained 

shadowy, insubstantial figures, of little interest to such literary researchers (Drabble 

1995; Sanders 1994; Ruland and Bradbury 1991).  

 

                                                           
7 Of these, Nowell-Smith and John St John are more critical and analytical than others, tackling 
the failures and problems within these companies as much as their successes. None of them 
devotes more than a few pages to their children’s lists, a fact which is also noted by Reynolds 
and Tucker (1998) in their survey of children’s publishing in the UK, despite the fact that the 
children’s lists were responsible for significant proportions of their companies’ profits at various 
historical times. 
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The fourth category of research relevant to publishing structures involves socio-cultural 

studies of print culture in libraries and bookshops which are more concerned with 

observing patterns of readership and usage by consumers, than with the organizations 

that produce or distribute reading materials (Myers, Harris and Mandelbrote 2000; 

Petroski 1999; Graubard and Leclerc 1998; Birkets 1995; Chartier and Darnton 1995; 

Manguel 1995; Mann 1982; Escarpit 1966; McMurtrie 1943).  

 

Finally, there are some few studies which focus on how publishing structures have 

developed in the marketplace, grappling with the larger concerns affecting the book 

industry as a media industry and with publishing houses and their management as 

organizations by key individuals. Lane maintained that such studies (which have since 

multiplied) because they were based on ‘the study of organizations and the study of the 

media’ (Lane 1980: 136) were limited in their usefulness because of the difference 

between publishers and other organizations. This thesis will argue against this view in 

demonstrating that an examination of publishing structures’ historical relationship to 

other media can offer answers to the challenges of the future. Publishing is part of the 

media industries, albeit with some unique features, so that research into the problems 

inherent in this relationship will assist in predicting future developments. In arguing that 

there is a need for this fifth style of coverage, I will draw on the examples set in 

pioneering US and UK works (Epstein 2001; Schiffrin 2000; Baker 1998; Greco 1997; 

Kobrak and Luey 1992; Turow 1992; Schiller 1989; De Bellaigne 1984; Coser, Kadushin 

and Powell 1982; Whiteside 1981; Lane 1980; Compaine 1978; Gedin 1975; Barker 

1956) and on US coverage of mergers and acquisitions of companies, to encompass a 

recognition of key individuals as well.  

 

Furthermore, I will argue that it is not enough to discuss these publishing structures 

alone, and that the role of individuals within them must be considered. This dissertation 

will therefore examine both the structure of these companies and the individual’s role in 

them, set against the historical and cultural context in which they have developed. As is 

more greatly recognized worldwide these days, corporate structures operate 

successfully or otherwise according to the human capacities manning and driving them. 

 

The particular dearth of Australian publishing research stems from the retarding 

historical influences which created the comparatively recent publishing industry 
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(Borchardt and Kirsop 1988), albeit it has become increasingly lively. Colonial publishing 

history was coordinated by businessmen with other enterprises such as bookselling 

establishments, a situation which continued into the twentieth century. These early 

publishing ventures were largely expeditious, driven by need, sometimes exacerbated by 

events such as war, and did not, until after WWII, constitute a viable ‘industry’. The 

likelihood of archiving the fruits of such experimentation was undermined by the 

necessity to produce books against the odds, giving way to being ‘dominated by large 

foreign-owned publishing groups’ (Curtain 1993b: 233). Overseas interests have only 

since WWII begun to develop distinctly Australian profitable lists together with those 

produced by local independent interests, both of which now have mutually compatible 

interests in developing future publishing viability. In 1969 Wallace Kirsop pointed out the 

urgency of the task of archiving:  

 
In addition to the bibliography of book history that should be compiled as quickly 
as possible, there remains the major task of bringing together what is left of the 
evidence – manuscript, archival or printed – concerning the trade in Australia. 
(Kirsop 1969: 10)  

 

The difficulties involved, though, have ensured that in the thirty years since Kirsop’s 

seminal lecture, no comprehensive publishing bibliography has evolved, though the 

volume of secondary sources has grown immensely.  

 
How does one organize a discussion of such apparently heterogeneous matters 
as paper manufacturing, the importation of printing inks and machinery, the rise 
of newspapers and the periodical press, education and religious bookselling, the 
growth of public libraries, the development of literature after the Gold Rushes, the 
impact of the paperback revolution, the organization of the secondhand book 
trade and a host of others? Books are, it must always be remembered, an 
ambiguous phenomenon – they are vehicles of ideas, of technical instruction, of 
aesthetic pleasure, and at the same times they are material objects, merchandise 
subject to the prevailing conditions of manufacture and trade. (Kirsop 1969: 6)  
 

 

In my five categories of history outlined above, individual publishing houses have been 

documented by only a few Australian memoirs (Nicholson and Thorpe 2000; Wilder 

1994; Barker 1983, 1992; Tyrrell 1952, 1987; Cheshire 1984; Ferguson 1978; Holroyd 

1968; The Late Alfred Cecil Rowlandson 1928). These include a publication (McPhee 

2001) which provided an insight into the 1980s, one of the most pivotal decades in 

Australian publishing history, and analysed the editor’s role in the context of the global 
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changes which affected publishing from then and into the 1990s and later. (Mixed but 

largely-rumoured reactions to that publication were an indication that publishing 

‘revelations’ are not always met with universal acclaim.)  

 

Many article-length memoirs also document overseas and Australian publishers’ roles in 

the growth of local production (James 1997; Muller 1992; Bowman 1989; Adams 1988; 

Branson 1986) demonstrating that publishing was until fairly recently very much 

personality-driven with houses being largely family-owned with hereditary and 

commercial influences determining management strategies. There have been only a few 

company histories (Munro 1998; Dutton 1996; Muir 1993; Sayers 1988, 1963; Eyre 

1978; Georgian House 1945) and some theses (James 1995; Close 1988) and again, 

several company histories have been traced in articles (Crocombe 1997; Cunningham 

1996; Bolton 1995; Dandos 1988; Forbes 1986; Branson 1986). With few exceptions 

(Kent 2001; Munro 1984, 1992; Barker 1991; Palmer 1941) Australian editors’ profiles 

have included largely articles rather than monographs (e.g. James 1997; Coffey 1990; 

Filatoff 1987; Thompson 1981, 1983).  

 

The second style of coverage has been represented by a very few Australian publishing 

histories (Borchardt and Kirsop 1988; Kirsop 1969). The History of the Book Project will 

result in a three-volume history of which only one volume has been published (Lyons 

and Arnold 2001). Genre-specific histories, although informative, have also been few 

(Holden 1995; Denholm 1979, 1991; Lindesay 1983; Greenop 1947). Publishing has 

also been discussed in this bibliographical fashion in brief articles contained in reference 

works (e.g. the Australian Encyclopedia 1996: 499-507) and in journals focused on the 

publishing industry or its history. 8  

 

The third form of coverage is represented by Australian literary histories (Webby 2000; 

Hergenhan 1988; Kramer 1981; Bennett 1979; Dutton 1972, 1984; Miller 1956) which 

include little about publishers, and while bibliographical tools have provided insights into 

forces determining publishing output (Hooton and Heseltine 1992; Muir 1992; White 

1992; Johnston 1970; Ferguson 1969) they offer only a glimpse of the  

                                                           
8 Publishing Studies; Australian Bookseller and Publisher; Australian Book Review, Editor and 
Publisher; Publishing News; Publishers Weekly, Australian Financial Review; Publishers Weekly, 
British Book News and Publishing News, Book Ends, Publishing Research Quarterly. 
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publisher’s role (Nile and Walker 1988: 284-302). Few have engaged in any meaningful 

way with publishing structure or with the myriad of forces which come into play in 

selection of books for publication.  

 

Australian works on print, library and reading culture have been numerous, including 

several Australia Council studies of reading (A.C. Nielsen 2001; Australia Council 1978, 

1990, 1995) and others (Johanson 2000; Biskup 1994; Laurent 1994; Rayward 1993; 

Lyons and Tasker 1992; Macleod and Buckridge 1992; Korporeal 1990; Isaacs, Emmett 

and Whyte 1988; Harrison 1987; Webby 1971; McColvin 1947; Munn and Pitt 1935). 

Again, publishing does not figure prominently in any of these studies. 

  

Australian structural publishing and marketplace surveys are far less common and less 

analytical than overseas works; no books on company structures, apart from histories of 

media magnates (Griffen-Foley 1999; Souter 1981, 1991; Leapmann 1985) have been 

produced. Such publishing commentary has been confined largely to journal articles and 

anthology contributions (Curtain 1998, 1996, 1993a, 1993b,1993c; Bristow 1997; Wilson 

1992, 1989, 1988; Lewis 1990; Moran 1990; Nile 1990, 1988) though some theses have 

tackled questions of production and distribution (Hegarty 2001; Curtain 1997; Nile 1988; 

White 1986; Haye 1981). The need for such structural surveys is informed by reading 

international media studies which refer to publishing (Buckingham 2000; Agee 1997; 

Turow 1997a, 1992; Negroponte 1995; Eisenhart 1994; Curran and Gurevitch 1992; 

Modleski 1986) including Australian monographs (Cunningham and Turner 1993) and 

media industry journals9 though again, publishing structures are not deeply analysed.  

 

Children’s publishing has universally received even less attention than adult publishing, 

as a result of prevailing attitudes to children’s literature. For despite the fact that it forms 

the basis for the readership of all publishing product, its impact on publishing markets 

has not been fully recognized, and in a literary context is also often less highly regarded. 

Interestingly, a critique of Reynolds and Tucker’s very pertinent Children’s Book 

Publishing in Britain since 1945 (1998) by Margaret Clark, a noted editor, alerts potential 

researchers to the necessity to know the ‘right questions’ to ask of publishers, 

concluding that:  

 

                                                           
9 Logos, Media and Culture in Australia, Media Information Australia, Continuum.   
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Perhaps that is the best way to record publishing history, by looking closely at 
what publishers produced and judging their work by declared criteria. The words 
of publishers themselves, on the evidence of this book, should generally be taken 
with a good pinch of salt! (Clark 1998: 43)   

 

To date, the attention devoted to children’s publishing has consisted of memoirs of 

overseas children’s publishers which are rarer than in the adult field and include Mirabel 

Cecil’s fond reminiscence of the founder of Walker Books, A Kind of Prospero: 

Sebastian Walker, 1942-1991 (1996). There are no such book-length memoirs of 

Australian children’s publishing houses by either their founders or by their colleagues, 

except for a recent work A Life in Children’s Books by Walter McVitty on Walter McVitty 

Books (2004) founded with his wife, Lois, during the late 1980s. However, Cole Turnley’s 

biographical history of his father-in-law, Cole of the Book Arcade (1974) is enlightening 

on matters relating to family-owned enterprises, as is F.W. Cheshire’s Bookseller, 

Publisher, Friend (1984) which also gives some information concerning the growth of 

educational publishing in Australia. There are many article-length memoirs (Ker Wilson 

1998; Morris 1998; White 1997; Mappin 1994; McVitty 1994; Watts 1994; Alderman 

1990; Hamilton 1986; Buick 1973) and some adult publishing memoirs (such as Wilder 

1994) which devote some attention to children’s publishing growth too. Australian 

children’s publishers seem not to have indulged in this sort of personal reminiscence of 

their publishing activities, possibly because of a desire to maintain confidentiality, or 

simply because they have not found the time to engage in such retrospection, and as yet 

no memoirs have been published by any of the older lists nor of the other independent 

lists which grew up in the 1980s, such as Omnibus Books or Margaret Hamilton Books. 
10  
 

Overseas too, children’s company histories have been less common than in adult 

publishing (Marcus 1996; Johnson 1993; Gritten 1991; St John 1990; Cox 1983; Lippert 

1979; King and Stuart 1965; Liveing 1959; Blackie and Son 1807-1957 1957; Roscoe 

n.d.). There have been chapters within more general publishing house histories which 

have yielded some little information concerning their children’s departments (St John 

1990; Duffy 1989; Bradbury 1985; Hodges 1978; Sutcliffe 1978; Nowell-Smith 1958) 

though they have rarely given much credence to the notion that the area has a distinctly 

                                                           
10 The forthcoming Munro, Craig and Robyn Sheahan-Bright, eds. History of the Book in Australia 
(1946-2003) will contain some interesting case study memoirs of several leading publishers.  
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different culture, demanding specific approaches. As Reynolds and Tucker opine, none 

of the several histories of Penguin produced to mark successive anniversaries  

 
offers more than a passing glance at Penguin’s highly successful and innovative 
children’s division, Puffin, although particularly during the difficult 1970s, Puffin’s 
earnings regularly exceeded those from the sales of adult books. (Reynolds and 
Tucker 1998: 23)  

 

Only Lambert and Ratcliffe’s The Bodley Head 1887-1987 (1987) offers a full chapter on 

the company’s children’s publishing, though no other area of its publishing is given such 

cursory treatment (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 24). There have been, of course, many 

articles (e.g. Bader 1995; Frederick 1995; Sanislo 1995; Goddard 1992) which have 

documented such history.  

 

In contrast, Australian children’s company histories are almost non-existent.  Some 

mention is made, however, of children’s publishing in chapters of general histories 

(Munro 1998; Dutton 1996; Sayers 1988; Eyre 1978) and in some articles that fall into 

the style of commissioned or ‘authorised’ documentation (Ker Wilson 1998; Van Putten 

1997; Stewart 1994; Lands 1991; Cohen 1989; Harper 1988; Prentice 1988). These are 

generally even more celebratory than critical, a reflection of the close ties which have 

developed between the writers who are largely from the ‘institutional’ sector (e.g. schools 

and libraries) and publishers in Australia. It is rare to find an impartial observer in the 

rather ‘incestuous’ Australian children’s publishing scene.  

 

Profiles of children’s editors’ publishing experiences have been documented overseas 

(Marcus 1998; Bechtel 1970) but again largely as journal articles. 11 Interest in Australian 

children’s editorial and publishing practices have also appeared more over the last 

twenty years in the proceedings of CBCA conferences and seminars, and in journals 12. 

For example, between 1986 and 1989, Magpies produced a series of profiles entitled 

‘Australian Book Scene’ 13 on individual editors and publishers, and later a series on 

aspects of publishing history and on individuals (Sheahan 1996; Sheahan-Bright 1999, 

                                                           
11 The Horn Book Magazine; Signal; The Bookseller; Booklist; Bookbird; Journal of Youth 
Services in Libraries; School Library Journal; Library Journal; and Publishers Weekly. 
12 Magpies; Reading Time; Orana; Australian Library Journal; Viewpoint; Lu Rees Journal; 
Papers; Australian Book Review. 
13 ‘Anne Bower Ingram Awarded Dromkeen Medal’, Magpies 1, 2 (May 1986): 7; ‘Margaret 
Dunkle’, Magpies 1, 4 (September 1986): 9; ‘Walter and Lois McVitty’, Magpies 3,1 (March 1988): 
9; ‘Margaret Hamilton Books’, Magpies 3, 4 (September 1988): 18-9.  
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2000), and there have been many other articles reflecting editorial approaches and 

concerns (Cook 1996; Harris 1996; Macleod 1996, 1994; Godden 1994; Knowles 1994; 

Hart 1994; Watts 1994a, 1994b; Price 1994, 1992; Sheahan 1994; Rawlins 1992; Cohen 

1989; Covernton 1987; Ingram 1987a, 1987b; Rowe 1987; Williams 1987; Ronai 1983).  

 

Historical surveys of children’s publishing in the UK and the US are few and include 

Reynolds’s and Tucker’s extremely useful Children’s Book Publishing In Britain Since 

1945 (1998), chapters in monographs (Feather 1988; Tebbel 1987), entries in 

encyclopedias (Watson 2001; Hunt 1996; Altbach and Hoshino 1995; Tebbel 1981a, 

1981b), some bibliographical aids (McNeal 1991; Gottlieb 1978) and articles which can 

be traced via entries in Children’s Literature Abstracts. Hunt provides extensive 

documentation of the children’s publishing industry in many countries, including briefly 

Australia, and notably includes essays on eastern-bloc countries in Europe, concerning 

the political ramifications of their industries and their output (Hunt 1996: 783-788, 774-

780) which indicates how publishing might be ‘constructed’ by historians of the industry 

in the UK, US or Australia were more attention paid to the connections between national 

publishing structures and their influences over production, distribution and consumption.  

 

For Australian children’s publishing, no substantial history exists. In entries on publishing 

in encyclopedias such as the Australian Encyclopedia (1996), children’s literature hardly 

features. The few general publishing histories or media industry surveys either deal with 

children’s publishing cursorily in single chapters, or via passing references, or ignore it 

altogether. 14 Articles documenting Australian children’s publishing development are also 

isolated (Muir 1996; Sheahan 1996; McVitty 1980, 1982; Fabinyi 1971; Wighton 1969).  

 

Historical literary criticism specific to children’s literature worldwide includes: Cornelia 

Meigs et al, A Critical History of Children’s Literature (1969); Frank Eyre’s British 

Children’s Books (1971); Harvey Darton’s Children’s Books in England: Five Centuries of 

Social Life (1982); Carpenter and Pritchard’s The Oxford Companion to Children’s 

Literature (1984); Mary Jackson’s Engines of Instruction: Mischief and Magic (1989); 

Peter Hunt’s Children’s Literature: An Illustrated History (1995); and other such works. In 

these studies, publishing is mentioned in passing, but is not a focus – reflecting the fact 

                                                           
14 Turner and Cunningham’s The Media in Australia (1993), for example, contained an excellent 
chapter on book publishing by John Curtain which was deleted in subsequent editions.  
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that the dynamics of publishing have rarely been a concern of the literary critical 

industry.  

 

In Australia, Maurice Saxby’s ground-breaking A History of Australian Children’s 

Literature (1969, 1971), his Proof of the Puddin’ (1993), his Images of Australia: A 

History of Australian Children’s Literature 1941-1970 (2002) and Marcie Muir’s A History 

of Children’s Book Illustration (1982) have included very useful but not extensive 

information on publishers. Marcie Muir and Kerry White’s Bibliography of Australian 

Children’s Books (1992) also documented the history of every title published, but it 

necessarily refers to publishers themselves in minor detail. General histories on 

Australian literature have rarely addressed children’s literature, though some include a 

chapter – for example, Brenda Niall’s ‘Children’s Literature’ in The Penguin New Literary 

History of Australia (1988) edited by Laurie Hergenhan, or Barbara Buick and Maxine 

Walker’s ‘Books for Children’ in The Literature of Western Australia (1979) edited by 

Bruce Bennett – and some include biographical details on the most famous of children’s 

writers. 15 Robert Holden’s A Golden Age: Visions of Fantasy (1992) refers sparingly to 

publishers in relation to specific titles; Rosemary Wighton’s Early Australian Children’s 

Literature (1963) includes brief mention of some bookseller/publishers; Walter McVitty’s 

Authors and Illustrators of Children’s Books (1989) includes reference to individual 

publishers such as Enid Moodie Heddle and Barbara Ker Wilson; Brenda Niall’s 

Australia Through the Looking Glass: Children’s Fiction 1830-1980 (1984) and her 

Seven Little Billabongs (1979) both provide some insights into a number of publishing 

incidents particular to Ward Lock and Company’s influence over its colonial authors; 

Jeffrey Prentice and Bettina Bird’s Dromkeen (1987) is more descriptive than most, 

giving summarised histories of a number of houses (Angus and Robertson, John Sands) 

and editors (e.g. Frank Eyre, Joyce Saxby, Barbara Ker Wilson and Anne Bower 

Ingram); Stella Lees and Pam Macintyre’s Oxford Guide to Australian Children’s  

                                                           
15 For example, entries on Ivan Southall or David Martin in Miller (1956). 
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Literature (1993) includes entries on several publishing houses (Angus and Robertson, 

Oxford University Press and Magabala Books) and useful articles on publishing genres 

such as annuals, collections and school stories.   

 

The volume of works of literary theory specific to Australian children’s literature has 

grown, including conference and seminar proceedings containing addresses or papers 

by publishers (Anstey and Bull 2000; Bradford 1996; Foster 1995; Stone 1993, 1991) 

and biographical works on authors and illustrators (Collins 2003; Bell 1996; 

Niewenhuizen 1994, 1991; Hamilton 1993; Prentice and Bird 1992; Dunkle 1989, 1987; 
McVitty 1981; Dugan 1980; Walker 1977; Anderson 1969). Trends in format, genre and 

theme in the books themselves have been covered by a range of articles (e.g. Nimon 

1997; Saxby 1996, 1995; Hanzl 1993; Morrow 1990, 1984; Niall 1988; Buick 1979, 1973, 

1969; Adams 1967) and interviews (Sheahan-Bright 2000, 1999; De Berg 1978, 1974). 

The bent of this sort of research has been educational, since the bulk of the audience 

has been institutional, i.e. drawn from public or school library personnel, teachers, or the 

few academics teaching courses in related fields. Educational journals generally take a 

‘bibliotherapeutic’ or ‘educational’ approach to literature research, where children’s 

literature journals have largely dealt with the authors and illustrators of the works, though 

several interviews with publishers have been included, most notably in the annual CBCA 

(ACT) series of annual lectures, later published in several volumes by D.W. Thorpe. 

University study of children’s publishing is still in its infancy, though children’s literature 

has been the focus of study in several schools of librarianship (e.g. Queensland 

University of Technology, Charles Sturt University), education (e.g. Deakin University, 

University of Southern Queensland, Macquarie University) (Rossiter and Tandy 1998) 

and creative writing (e.g. Griffith University, Queensland University of Technology, 

Flinders University) for some years.  

 

Works related to children’s print culture, readership and library usage overseas are 

various (Meek 1977; Huck 1987; Chambers 1985). In Australia they have been used 

similarly as tools to support literacy programs in schools and libraries, and courses on 

librarianship (see Young Australians Reading 2001; Bunbury 1995; Williams and Dillon 

1993; Fenwick 1966; and other studies). In general none say much about the publishers 

who created these reading materials.  
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Finally, at the global level, children’s publishing structures in the marketplace are largely 

undocumented in monographs, apart from isolated commentary in a very few works – 

Reynolds and Tucker’s Children’s Book Publishing in Britain Since 1945 (1998), Karen 

Raugust’s The Market for Children’s Media and Entertainment (1997), Joseph Turow’s 

Client Relationship and Mass Media Policy: A Comparative Case Study of Mass Market 

and Library Market Production and Distribution in Children’s Book Publishing (1976) on 

which he based his later book, Getting Books To Children: An Exploration of Publisher-

Market Relations (1978), and Judith Duke’s Children’s Books and Magazines, A Market 

Study (1979). Overseas children’s publishing company mergers are documented 

extensively in article form (e.g. Milliott 1997; Latrobe 1996; Bader 1995; Dunleavy 1994, 

1993). Theories relating to media education and usage also help to frame research into 

children’s publishing (Hobbs 1998; Lewis and Jhally 1998; Bazalegette 1992) and 

several fascinating studies have recently examined the impact of the media on children’s 

leisure pursuits (Buckingham 2000; Dresang 1998; Tapscott 1998; Dyson 1997; 

Rushkoff 1996; Sanders 1995).  

 

Structural matters in Australian children’s publishing are similarly undocumented, even in 

journals or newspapers. However, references do exist in seminal works on literature 

(Saxby 1993; Saxby and Winch 1987; Prentice and Bird 1987; Muir 1982, 1977; Eyre 

1978), comments made in profiles of individual publishers in children’s literature and 

trade journals, 16 and articles in various conference proceedings. Media education and 

young people’s usage of media, however, has been widely covered (Bazaigette and 

Buckingham 1995; Buckingham 1993; Postman 1987, 1983) and is useful to this study. 

 

A few monographs have dealt with related key factors such as the influence of the CBCA 

(Hamilton and Smith 1995) and educational practices (Williams and Dillon 1993; Saxby 

and Winch 1987; Thomson 1987) but articles on industry trends such as globalization, 

mergers and publishing industry structural growth have not represented a focused field 

of scholarly or critical research. A beginning in this area has been made  

(Irving 2000; Sheahan-Bright 2000, 1999a, 1999f, 1999g; Hely 1998; Ker Wilson 1998;  

Macleod 1998, 1996, 1994, 1993; Muir 1998, 1996; White 1997; Sheahan 1996; McVitty  

 

                                                           
16 Magpies; Orana; Reading Time; Papers; School Library Association of Queensland.  
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1990, 1980; Stewart 1990), but none of these studies has attempted to locate the 

‘individual’ publisher as a player in this structural growth.  

 

The Distinctive Culture of Children’s Publishing   
 

The reasons for this ‘silence’ relate to the nature of children’s literature, to the 

‘establishment’ which supports it, and to the differences which have therefore developed 

between the adult and children’s publishing industries. The ‘isolationist’ culture in which 

children’s literature in Britain, the US and Australia has been nurtured has created a 

thriving, though discrete industry, which has interested those involved far more than 

those outside it. It is different from adult publishing in several ways. Despite the early 

appearance of children’s books, the institutionalized structures to support children’s 

publishing in English-speaking countries were established rather late. The first specialist 

children’s editor, Louise Seaman Bechtel (1894-1985), was appointed only in 1919 by 

Macmillan in the US. Even at the end of WWII British publishing houses still had no 

specialist children’s departments, although several houses (e.g. The House of Warne, 

Oxford University Press and Hodder and Stoughton) had long histories in children’s 

publishing and others, such as Penguin Books, had recently embraced the concept of 

children’s publishing and were reaping considerable profits from them.  

 

The process of marginalizing children’s books began before the growth of the 

‘professions’ of children’s editors and publishers, almost as soon as children’s books 

were invented, with the efforts of writers like Henry James who sought to raise the status 

of the literary novel and therefore consign children’s books – because they were largely 

said to be read by women and children – ‘into low status, popular literature’ (Reynolds 

and Tucker 1998: 21). The ‘aggressive patriarchy of the late-Victorian and Edwardian 

periods’, which ‘led to reductions in status, remuneration and, inevitably, interest’, 

created a situation in which writers wanting to be taken seriously ‘steered away from 

writing for children’ (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 21). Dismissive attitudes to children’s 

culture have meant that children’s literature has continued to inhabit something of a 

‘ghetto’ and has found itself having continually to challenge the publishing establishment 

to recognize its validity. In 2000 for example, after J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series had 

occupied the top three spots on the New York Times bestseller adult fiction list for more 

than a year, the NYT introduced a children’s bestsellers listing, after 68 years, debuting 
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‘its first new offshoot in 16 years’ (Boloknik 2000) and effectively banishing children’s 

titles from the hallowed ground, but also, ironically, recognizing children’s literature for 

the first time (Boloknik 2000). As Long has suggested, this refusal to acknowledge 

certain types of literature stems from an  

 
elite withdrawal from the implicit threat of loss of cultural authority,…is what 
ensured the separation of…culture into rather firmly drawn categories of high and 
popular, or mass, culture, transcended only by the rare appearance of what 
Escarpit calls “blockade runners” that break the boundary of the cultured circuit. 
(Long 1992: 111) 

 

The ‘silence’ also stems from the well-worn distinction between commerce and culture 

which in the children’s arena has been even more contentious. The publisher is 

responsible not only to the author and reader but also to other partners in the process 

and the necessity to recompense them all is often inadequately appreciated by literary 

critics, who fail to perceive that risks taken on cultural product, sometimes called ‘non-

commercial’ product, are only made possible where the sale of other products is 

subsidizing that loss. This issue demands even closer consideration when discussing 

children’s publishing because of questions of ideology and audience. Concepts of 

childhood have progressively entailed the ideal of protecting children’s ‘innocence’, and 

any hints of a profit motive have unrealistically and naively attracted grave criticism, 

despite children’s publishing’s fundamentally commercial origins. In the Australian 

children’s market, Paul Jennings and Morris Gleitzman might be defined as ‘blockade 

runners’ who have consistently been ignored, or at least passed over, in the Children’s 

Book Council of Australia awards. There seems often to be a suspicion in literary circles 

of those who appear to be ‘touting for business’ or are commercially popular.   

 

The notion that books are part of an industry causes anxious children’s literature 

enthusiasts to hunt for signs that a book is either ‘written for a market’ or made to look as 

if it is. Australian writer for teenagers, Sonya Hartnett, for example, refuted a 

presumption that her novel Black Foxes (1996) was released in an adult mass market 

packaging as a romance with gold lettering and ‘crunchingly awful copyline’ without her 

consent:  

Any writer who imagines publishing as anything other than a business is not 
INNOCENT but NAÏVE, and at all times the writer must work around this fact, and 
sometimes he or she can make use of it… (Hartnett 1998: 33)   
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Hartnett described her transition from initial horror at the concept to blatant complicity, 

and even ‘regretted having no opportunity to write and include the scenes of coy sex, 

hysterical swoonings and heaving breasts that the buyer of such a book might expect’ 

(Hartnett 1998: 33). Taking such an attitude in the children’s market, however, is bound 

to inspire outrage, for the ‘gatekeepers’ in this market consistently endeavour to uphold 

the Victorian ideal of childish innocence – of the child in need of protection. But who is 

this child reader? An ‘innocent’, or a typical child of the late twentieth or twenty-first 

century who, like the child left ‘home alone’, played by US child actor, Macaulay Culkin, 

is fully conversant with adult mores and able to ‘give as good as he gets’? Rosemary 

Wighton commented on this conflict succinctly, thirty years ago:   

 
Book publishing is an industry aiming to make and sell a commodity and, very 
important, to make a profit. Too often I’ve heard librarians carrying on as if 
publishers were some kind of public servant with a duty to provide this or that in 
the public interest… This is why the children’s book editor and the children’s 
librarian often disagree – the children’s librarian may say “That book is worthless” 
but the children’s book publisher need only reply “Yes, but it sells” and he has, in 
his own eyes at least, justified his book. (Wighton 1969: 388)  

 

Because of such forces, the dearth of research has also been aided by the academic 

institutions one would expect to champion the study of children’s literature. University 

literature departments have generally focussed on ‘adult’ literature rather than on 

literature for the young—despite the pivotal role children’s literature plays both culturally, 

in creating adult readers, and commercially. For example, during the 1980s book buyers 

as a percentage of the Australian population fell dramatically but ‘there [was]...an 

increase of 30% in sales of Australian books…attributable to a growth in the non-fiction 

area and in children’s book sales’ (Daniels, Macleod and Buckridge 1992: 101). Where 

children’s literature is, indeed, taught in Australian universities, ‘many of the 

units…reflect their role as components in teacher education courses’ (Rossiter and 

Tandy 1993: 42), and those courses which do focus on publishing ‘conduct workshops 

on book production’ or on issues specific to children’s literature such as ‘analysis of 

awards in children’s literature’ (Rossiter and Tandy 1993: 43). Little has been done to 

ground research into children’s publishing in its wider socio-cultural or economic context. 

Dankert says the problem stems from the ‘hybrid nature of children’s literature studies’ 

(Dankert 1991: 28) and asserts that society generally neglects ‘research areas which 
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affect groups without their own lobby’, or which do not belong to ‘the canon of 

traditionally sanctified high culture’, or which are investigated by those who must ‘pursue 

their research in addition to some practical profession, such as librarianship, teaching, 

etc’ (Dankert 1991: 28). Children’s literature falls into all three categories and has 

therefore been traditionally marginalised.   

 

Probably most importantly, the role of women as educationalists and librarians in the 

field, and the recognition of children’s book publishing as a matriarchal enclave within a 

patriarchal system, have created a ‘second-class citizenship’ for children’s literature; 

women were allowed a domain of power that seemed unthreatening and unimportant. 

‘Children have always been “women’s work” in a patriarchal society’ (Hearne 1996: 21). 

The creation of books for children in this rarified atmosphere has meant that ‘[t]hereafter, 

few literary critics outside the field deigned – or saw the need – to write about children’s 

literature’ (Marcus 1997a). And, consequently, the children’s publisher and department, 

until the last decade, has generally been under-regarded and treated with some disdain. 

Ironically, while women predominate in adult editorial departments too, in the children’s 

sphere the editor more often assumes the role of publisher/editor, and thus has had the 

autonomy to drive the development of children’s lists. Since men have often assumed 

positions of publishing power, the status of children’s departments, late as they were 

created, has remained somewhat inferior to the core business of these companies, and 

female children’s editors’ voices have often been silenced in boardrooms, and in 

institutional histories which generally devote only a few pages to their children’s 

divisions, despite the fact that, for example, in Britain, ‘particularly during the difficult 

seventies, Puffin’s earnings regularly exceeded those from the sales of adult books’ 

(Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 23). Frank Eyre’s history of Oxford University Press (OUP) 

(1978) is an exception in providing more detail regarding the children’s department, due 

to his experiences as a children’s editor and critic. Some research into the silence with 

which the children’s publisher has been greeted in the literature has been done overseas 

(Hearne 1996; Hildenbrand 1983; Geracimos 1974) but female preeminence in 

Australian children’s publishing and in librarianship has still to be examined. The status 

of the children’s publisher though, has begun to be ‘elevated’ recently, largely because 

of its growing economic importance.  

 
Although most of the best-known publishing houses and the various imprints they 
now encompass have frequently needed to depend substantially on the lucrative 
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and reliable children’s lists they established or acquired in the post-war period, 
very little public recognition has been given to those who were responsible for 
managing them, or, indeed, to the books themselves. (Reynolds and Tucker 
1998: 23)  

 

The early founders of publishing houses and the librarians who advised them created 

structures (e.g. awards and professional bodies) and forged important links from the 

1920s onwards, in this new industry, ‘which secured an independent status for itself at 

the expense of becoming somewhat isolated from the publishing mainstream’ (Marcus 

1997a). This contributed to a further marginalization which conversely created a sense 

of both isolation and ‘freedom’ in developing a strong culture unimpeded by some of the 

restrictions placed on adult publishers within their company structures. All of these 

factors led to the post-war missionary zeal with which new editors promoted good 

literature for children. The majority of children’s books produced between 1945 and 1970 

were chosen, edited and generally mid-wifed by a small, international group of white, 

middle-class women who felt passionately that ‘only the best is good enough for 

children’ (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 30). Comments made by British publishers are 

echoed by Australian editors such as Rosalind Price:  

 
Children’s books have been seen as the “soft” area of the business – the easy 
bit – and so all the more likely to be left to women… [T]he growing economic and 
critical importance of children’s books will probably mean that men will take this 
area of publishing more seriously. It is certainly one of the reasons why more 
women now find themselves in senior positions in publishing companies. (Price 
1990: 17)  

 

The necessity for research into children’s publishing has been further highlighted:  

 
Given that for much of the post-war period children’s divisions were denied 
status, resources and influence in the publishing houses which owned them, it is 
worth asking why they were set up and maintained, and, indeed, given the long 
history of publishing for children in Great Britain, why the tradition of specialist 
children’s lists and/or publishers had effectively disappeared in the early years of 
the twentieth century. (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 24)  

 

This invisibility suffered by children’s departments within their houses has been 

described as ‘both a source of frustration and of emancipation’ (Reynolds and Tucker 

1998: 24). Editors consistently remark that they were ‘free’ to do what they wanted in 

post-war children’s publishing, because the rest of their colleagues weren’t all that 

interested! Barbara Ker Wilson has said: ‘I think that it’s easier for women to advance in 
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children’s publishing. Curiously, I’ve never actually applied for a job. They’ve just come 

my way’ (Sheahan-Bright 2000d: 28-29). British editors have agreed that their 

marginalization created a stronger need for networks (largely in education and libraries) 

which were to become a bastion of their later support structures (Reynolds and Tucker 

1998: 29). How children’s editors have implemented the policies which have produced 

literature are questions with which this study is partly concerned.  

 

Children’s literature publishing is therefore ‘a product of historical circumstance, 

ideology, and significantly, market forces’ (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: xi) to be viewed 

within the context of a range of other complex ‘histories’ relative to it, these being 

subjects as wide-ranging as librarianship, government policies, publishing and printing 

technology, communication and cultural and feminist studies. But, in order to define 

children’s publishing, it is necessary to define the literature itself. What is a children’s 

book?  

 

Children’s writers have indicated that the act of writing is ambiguous in intention and 

outcome, just as the nature of the publishing industry is difficult to penetrate. Australian 

writer, Nadia Wheatley, says:  

I think this is one of the most crucial questions… It affects all of us adults. I do 
not think it really affects the children. They simply find what they are going to 
read and read it; they do not debate whether it is suitable or whether it is right or 
whether it is a children’s book. But it does affect all of us, so I see it as crucial… I 
also see it as a no-no sort of question, I think it is a stupid question, an 
unanswerable question. (Wheatley 1987: 187)  

 

British writer, Jill Paton Walsh, considers that:  

 
“The children’s book presents a technically more difficult, technically more 
interesting problem – that of making a fully serious adult statement, as a good 
novel of any kind does, and making it utterly simple and transparent…” (cited in 
Hunt 1991: 45)  

 

Others such as Aidan Chambers and Penelope Lively have defined the children’s book 

as an act of negotiation in trying to relate to the ‘implied reader’ (Chambers 1985: 35) – 

to break through that barrier between the author and the ‘unyielding child reader’ 

(Chambers 1985: 36) or to ‘the hostile child reader – a scowling, restless figure who 

would rather be doing something else, driven to a book, maybe, as a last resort’ (Lively 
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1987: 17). Marcus Crouch says, ‘“I come more and more to the view that there are no 

children’s books… If you must have a classification it is into books good and bad”’ (cited 

in Hunt 1991: 42).  

 

Peter Hunt has reminded us of the immutable nature of what appeals to children, and of 

the influence of historical change in what is published for them. He says that what we 

recognise as children’s literature may not last, for children’s literature ‘can quite 

reasonably be defined as books read by, especially suitable for, or especially satisfying 

for, members of the groups currently defined as children’ (Hunt 1991: 61). Defining 

children’s literature, moreover, often involves the usage of the appellation ‘good’ to 

describe what is deemed ‘literature’ as opposed to purely commercial or mass market or 

‘bad’ children’s books, to which Hunt has responded:  

 
What is regarded as a “good” book might be “good” in the sense which the 
currently dominant literary/academic establishment prescribes; “good’ in terms of 
effectiveness for education, language acquisition, or socialization/ acculturization 
or for entertainment for a specific child or group of children in general or specific 
circumstances; or “good” in some moral or religious or political sense; or “good” 
in a therapeutic sense. (Hunt 1991: 43) 

 

In summary, John Rowe Townsend offers two ‘pragmatic’ definitions of a children’s 

book: in regard first, to older titles – ‘those books which by a consensus of adults and 

children were assigned to the children’s shelves’ – and second, in regard to current 

output: ‘a book which appears on the children’s list of a publisher’ (Townsend 1971: 10). 

There is no answer to what a children’s book is, except that it is what a child chooses to 

read and may finish, or, may not.  

 

Nevertheless, children’s literature theorists and educators share common 

understandings that the reception and consumption of children’s books can be 

influenced by five factors:  

 

• theories of childhood;  

• literary theories;  

• educational and developmental theories;  

• psychological theories; and  

• ideology.  
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But there are four further issues which relate to its production and distribution:  

 

• questions of audience;  

• a distinction between publishing media and other forms of media;  

• the differentiation of markets within children’s publishing; and 

• the pricing of children’s books.    

 

Theorists on the history of childhood such as Philippe Aries (1962), Lloyd De Mause 

(1974) and Neil Postman (1983) assert that childhood and children’s literature are adult 

‘inventions’, and that the invention of printing gave adults the right to keep ‘secrets’ from 

children:  

 
From print onward, adulthood had to be earned. It became a symbolic, not a 
biological achievement. From print onward, the young would have to become 
adults, and they would have to do it by learning to read, by entering the world of 
typography. And in order to accomplish that they would require 
education…therefore European civilisation reinvented schools. And by so doing, 
it made childhood a necessity. (Postman 1983: 33-6)  

 

With the advent of new forms of media apart from print, this artificial boundary between 

adult and child was difficult to defend. Postman’s term the ‘childified adult’ describes the 

media influence on fashions which has blurred the boundaries between age-groups in 

twentieth-century society. Adults, on the one hand, want to share the freedom of children 

in their sometimes desperate pursuit of youth; on the other, they recognize that their 

children have unprecedented access to adult secrets and privileges. This has led to an 

increased tension in the diminishing divide separating adulthood and childhood, and an 

increased paranoia about protecting children from media influence. Kociumbas points 

out that in Australia we are experiencing a backlash by adults who would fear that 

‘unbridled sexuality and juvenile “crime”’ (Kociumbas 1997: 215) will become the order of 

the day, as a direct outcome of the ‘self-expression’ encouraged by social trends which 

have been reflected in literature for youth in recent decades, leading to the growth of 

school-based parent groups censoring literature, and to other forms of more subtle 

censorship, which are part of this publishing history. Children’s literature has always 

been a focus for the exploration of complex social issues and divisions. To counter 

repressive attitudes to children, Hunt advocates an acknowledgment of the intellectual 
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and intuitive powers of children in positing that childhood is ‘more adaptable’ and ‘more 

open to genuinely radical thought’ (Hunt 1991: 57). Such advocacy, however, challenges 

adults’ attempts to limit their children’s independence provoking even more fierce 

opposition. It often leads to strident adult interference, resulting in media debates about 

the dangerous trends in literature and efforts not only to restrict children’s access to 

certain types of material, but to demote the status of the authors who appeal to them.  

 

Notions of childhood are changeable, and this also influences how we critique a book 

from an earlier era. Publisher Stephen Roxburgh acknowledges that ‘the invention of 

childhood led to the beginning of publishing for children…an insight into the nature of 

children created a market opportunity’ (Roxburgh 2000: 659), but he also fears that while 

‘once children were exploited as laborers; in the future, will they be exploited as 

consumers?’ (Roxburgh 2000: 679). Zipes concurs by lamenting that  

 
the institution of children’s literature must operate more and more within the 
confines of the culture industry in which the prevailing consumerism and 
commercialism continue to minimalize and marginalize the value of critical and 
creative thinking. (Zipes 2001: 41)  

 

Dresang’s research has, however, highlighted the changes in children’s interaction with 

textual and visual materials, asserting that the ‘nonlinear, nonhierachical nature of 

communication in the digital environment...has had a profound influence on literature for 

youth’ (Dresang 1997) and that furthermore, the changes in delivery are nowhere near 

as fundamental as the changes in content, driven by the changes in attitudes of 

publishers towards children for whom they produce literature. Where most theories of 

childhood have consistently underestimated children’s capabilities and have imagined 

them as ‘lesser’ adults, the age of digitization is changing that mindset because 

publishers now know that children cope with complex forms of technology with ease. 

There is the clear suggestion that children are actually capable of more immediate and 

more sophisticated responses than adults, because they are ahead of them in the 

practical acquisition of complex digital skills. This capacity to understand media 

demonstrates the advanced intellectual capabilities children often have, but which are 

often denied by efforts to make their literature less sophisticated and more ‘child-

friendly’.  

 

 38



Buckingham, furthermore, has located the changes to the ‘concept’ of childhood not 

entirely in relation to the media, as have other theorists (Kinder 1999; Tapscott 1998; 

Katz 1997; Rushkoff 1996; Kline 1993; Postman 1983; Elkind 1981) but in relation to 

social changes affecting their homes, families, education, employment and leisure 

pursuits (Buckingham 2000: 62), arguing against those who are concerned about global 

consumerism by saying that ‘arguments about children’s vulnerability also tend to be 

used as a justification for denying them access to knowledge and power’ (Buckingham 

2000: 200). He suggests that despite their increased consumer power and their access 

to adult ‘secrets’, children have suffered from increased ‘institutionalization’ – their lives 

are restrained by longer years at school, by confinement to home-based leisure pursuits, 

to increased parental restrictions by virtue of a perceived increase in threats to children’s 

safety, and they are living at home far longer. ‘Children, it would seem, no longer want to 

be children; and hence we must try even harder to encourage them to remain so’ 

(Buckingham 2000: 75). He suggests that the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

adopted in 1989 (United Nations 2003) gave children the rights of citizens as well as 

consumers, but also restricted them. In protecting their rights it spawned a philosophy 

reflected in the development of many organizations such as the Australian bodies – the 

Abused Child Trust, Young Media Australia and The Australian Children’s Television 

Foundation – which seek to ‘protect’ the rights of children. Such protection, however, has 

been seen by some to limit the rights of children to those which suit a broad adult 

majority and which may be denying many of the freedoms demanded by the constraints 

of their situations.  

 

Parents, in their desire to protect and control their children, tend to oppose new 
cultural products and influences. For the same reason that the young welcome 
the culture of their day and age, the older generation usually opposes it. 
Cultural markets break down the parental grip over information flow and value 
inculcation...The very same individuals tend to adopt cultural optimism when 
they are young, and cultural pessimism once they have children. (Cowen 1998: 
185)  

 
The definition of childhood has therefore become more blurred and contradictory, and is 

further complicated by increasing economic and social disparities. Not only are different 

countries vastly different in their treatment of children, but even within relatively affluent 

countries like the UK, the USA, Australia, New Zealand and Canada, there has been a 

growing gulf in recent years between rich and poor. In the UK,  
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the proportion of dependent children living in households with less than half the 
average net income trebled from 1.4 million (one in ten) to 4.2 million (almost one 
in three) between 1979 and 1992. (Buckingham 2000: 77)  

 

There have also been major changes in the ethnic makeup of societies with, for 

example, the growing Hispanic population in the US. ‘More than one in eight people in 

the United States are of Hispanic origin. In 2002 there were 37.4 million Latinos in the 

civilian noninstitutional population representing 13.3 percent of the total.’ (US Census 

Bureau 2003: 1-2) and in 2003 their numbers surpassed those of blacks (Australian 

Broadcasting Commission 2003).  

 
It’s been predicted that by the year 2010, more than one third of the US 
population will be comprised of what is now termed “ethnic minorities”, African-
Americans, Hispanic-Americans, Asian-Americans and Native Americans. (Baker 
1999)   

 

Similarly, by 2000, ethnic minorities constituted 9% of children in the UK (Buckingham 

2000:77); and a corresponding growth in some ethnic groups in Australia with, for 

example, between 1971 and 1991 the number of people born in South East Asia 

increasing from 38,440 (0.3 percent) to 377,844 (2.2 percent) and the number from the 

Middle East increasing from 44,352 (0.3 percent) to 167, 587 (I percent) (Jupp 1995). 

The concentration of these groups in particular areas (Jupp 1995) has demanded 

measures from government to address specific needs, such as 

 
The Office of Multicultural Affairs, created within the Department of Prime 
Minister and Cabinet in 1987. Most State Governments have set up ethnic affairs 
commissions… A major institution has been the Special Broadcasting Service, 
whose multilingual television coverage has been recently expanded outside the 
capital cities. (Jupp 1995).  

 

With such documented dramatic changes in Australian children’s societal makeup (Cliff 

2000; Fabian and Loh 1980, 1989) it is clear, then, that the dilemmas concerning 

childhood have created fraught implications for publishers or for any producers of 

cultural or entertainment products.  
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Literary theories, too, have proliferated,17 influencing the reception of children’s 

literature. From the Leavisite tradition which set up a divide between texts which were 

automatically good and those which were inferior, and which privileged certain readers 

over those without certain skills, we have moved to acknowledging the individual 

reader’s capacity to interpret a text. Leavis’s ‘practical criticism’ – which took a passage 

apart thereby to adduce its ‘”greatness” and centrality’ (Eagleton 1983: 43) – led to texts 

being treated without a context…and the idea of a ‘”canon” or hierarchy’ (Hunt 1991: 2). 

But now theory draws more heavily on the context in which books are produced. 

Influentially, critics such as Aidan Chambers and Hugh Crago have also examined the 

‘reader response’ within the reader’s personal milieu. Crago has astutely summarised 

this: ‘What we bring to a story is hard to forget, what it gives to us is even harder to 

remember’ (cited in Hunt 1991: 114-5). Chambers has suggested that we should 

examine a text’s ‘implied reader’ (Chambers 1985: 35) in order to address the author’s 

strategy of communicating with the reader, in a given period, and how such attitudes 

may influence new trends in children’s publishing.  

 

Educational and developmental theories have provided another powerful influence on 

children’s literature, one of the most problematic biases being the assumption that a 

book must be ‘good for’ a child in an educative sense; where reading is allied totally to 

the notion of ‘literacy’ as opposed to imagination, enjoyment or intellectual stimulation. 

Books have been classified, for example, by relating them to Kohlberg’s theory of 

various levels of moral development. These can be outlined as ‘Preconventional, 

Conventional and Postconventional’, and include six stages of moral thinking (Barger 

2000). Sometimes books which take an overtly moral or didactic view appear to have 

been created to cater for these various stages and have been marketed accordingly. 

Books have also been assigned to readers based on perceived stages of reading ability 

– e.g. a Pre-Reader, Beginning, Competent and Advanced or Adolescent Reader 

(Trelease 1979, 1985; Meek 1982; Butler 1979; Huck 1976). Some also apply rigid 

aesthetic considerations when they critique children’s books based on their perceived  

literary, artistic, and design merits. Awards often hinge upon this, so that the CBCA 

awards rarely feature ‘popular’ authors, and kids’ awards (those voted on by the young 

readers themselves) often fail to acknowledge those with this sort of ‘literary’ merit.  
                                                           
17 For example: Feminist (Paull), Childist (Hunt), Marxist Ideological (Zipes), Postcolonial 
(Bradford), Reader Response (Chambers, Crago), Visual Literacy (Anstey, Bull, Nodelman, 
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Another educational theory that influenced children’s publishing was the literature-based 

or ‘whole-language movement’ (Cullinan 1991: 18) which resulted in literature programs 

popularized in Australian schools in the 1980s (and overseas even earlier). Research 

that supported the changes toward literature-based programs comes from four areas: 

‘the effect of reading on writing, schema theory and narrative as a primary act of mind, 

research on writing, and studies of how children spend their time’ (Cullinan 1991: 16). 

Consequently, in a 1989 survey of US school regions, it was found that literature-based 

or whole-language programs were ‘spreading like wildfire across the country’ (Cullinan 

1991: 19) and that in schools ‘literature is a visible strand in all integrated language arts 

activities’ (Cullinan 1991: 20). The situation in Australia has been similar except that by 

the time the movement was started here, it had begun to be discredited in overseas 

classrooms. Such whole-language reading programs therefore shifted the balance with 

regard to the kinds of texts selected for classroom usage. Trade books began to be used 

more in classrooms during the 1980s thus blurring the distinction between educational 

and trade publishing. This use of trade books as educational resources generated 

increased demands for Australian materials, but also failed to fully address the needs of 

less-gifted or reluctant readers, which would later result in a return to more traditional 

reading materials (Leggett 1999).  
  

Psychological theories have also impacted on children’s literature. Bruno Bettelheim 

(1976) related emotional well-being to the traditional lessons of fairy- and folk-tales, and 

later theorists expanded his theories by discovering the underlying potential to subvert 

the psychological messages in, and to re-write, traditional narratives. This has spawned 

the growth of such intertextual works as those of the Ahlbergs, Anthony Browne, and 

Babette Cole in the UK, and Libby Gleeson, Armin Greder and Craig Smith in Australia. 

Educators are also keenly aware of ideology, including not only ‘class, gender or 

ethnicity’ (Hunt 1996: 40) but also ‘the role of liberal humanist values in a capitalist 

democracy’ (Hunt 1996: 40) and of ‘the current developments by which children’s fiction 

is becoming a commodity in a global market controlled by a relatively small number of 

international publishers’ (Hunt 1996: 40). The question of how ideology is manifested in 

the messages conveyed in children’s culture is a very interesting one. If ideology affects 

society then in the children’s book field it is particularly influential:  

                                                                                                                                                                             
Doonan). 
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Within the Marxist tradition it has long been recognised that literature is a product 
of the particular historical and social formations that prevail at the time of its 
production… Children’s books have not received such attention until 
comparatively recently.  (Hunt 1996: 49) 
 

Children’s books have always been the product of ideologies current at given historical 

junctures, and the concept of a ‘classic’ is intimately related to that fact. Several critics 

have begun to contextualize the child’s reading experience, and to locate it more within 

the wider social or cultural (and therefore ideological) milieu in which it is produced. Jack 

Zipes’s (1979, 1983) groundbreaking work in recognizing class as an influence on folk 

and fairy tale, and Lissa Paul’s (Hunt 1996: 101-112) feminist analysis, have prepared 

the way for later work which has adopted an even broader, cultural studies approach to 

the reception of children’s literature. 

 

John Stephens says that cultural studies offers a challenge to those who underestimate 

the messages of children’s texts, based on the imagined ‘needs’ of young readers.  

 
Children’s texts are produced within a cultural ideology that expects they will be 
about identity politics (or at least subjectivity) and social issues – especially 
issues relating to ethnicity, gender, and ecology and the environment. (Stephens, 
Bradford 1996: 166-167)  

 

Stephens suggests that ‘popular’ writers like Paul Jennings who are regarded as ‘less 

literary’ are positioned as such by children’s literature critics, because ‘they don’t 

thematicize social issues’ (Stephens, Bradford 1996: 167) and can’t easily be critiqued 

for the messages conveyed by their works. He says that intertextuality, which ‘refers to 

the process of making sense of texts in reference to their relations with other texts’ 

(Schirato and Yell 2000: 92), may be a useful way of approaching children’s literature. ‘It 

involves the circulation and exchange of meanings, not as atomized bits (words/signs) 

but as packages of meaning’ (Schirato and Yell 2000: 92) opening windows by posing 

‘questions about the relationships between high culture and low culture’ (Stephens, 

Clancy and Gilbey 1999: 11). In a field beset by critics’ tendency to be soft-centred in 

their approach to textual analysis, and by a tendency towards anti-intellectualism, such 

new approaches are welcome. Children’s literature criticism has also been compromised 

by the essentially incestuous nature of the industry – critics, writers, publishers regularly 

meet in what is a far more cohesive and smaller coterie of people than comprises the 
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adult publishing world, and this has made them reluctant to take any very ardent critical 

stance.   

 

Thus the field of children’s publishing represents a complicated terrain intersected by 

these many critical approaches. Hunt has summarized the complexity of the publisher’s 

task: ‘Reading children’s literature is, for the adult, a more complex process than reading 

an adult book’ (Hunt 1991: 45). Adults bring to children’s books ‘baggage’ which a child 

does not. Therefore, ‘implied readership’ is historically important in determining which 

books are ‘literature’ and which are not. It is assumed by some critics that because 

children’s books are for immature readers, then they are written in an immature way, i.e. 

a non-literary way. Therefore, Hunt says, children’s literature has been marginalized by 

literary critics; and the specific group of children’s literature critics, working from children-

oriented principles, has effectively marginalized it more – given it even less power.  

 

So, since ‘power’ is lacking, adults need to not only acknowledge the capabilities of 

children as readers, but also to acknowledge that the task of producing books for 

children is far more complex than that of producing for adults, because of the often 

misplaced presumptions adults bring to selecting works for children based on the many 

theoretical approaches which influence their choices. ‘In terms of what this means to a 

sub- or anti-culture, it is tantamount to reading a translation’ (Hunt 1991: 45). Finally, 

Perry Nodelman has adopted a more mass-production context approach in suggesting 

that Western societies have shaped children’s texts and the children’s market by 

inculcating notions of capitalist and consumerist behaviours from the industry’s inception 

with merchants such as John Newbery, via the messages conveyed in the texts adults 

have ‘deemed’ suitable for children.  

 
There’s a clear connection between the beginning of children’s literature and the 
rise of what we now call the middle class, a body of people for whom success 
and prestige depends not on family background or spiritual purity, but on the 
ability to make money. In order for middle-class merchants like Newbery to be 
financially successful, there had to be customers willing to buy their products – 
people with values quite different from, say, the Puritans. They had to be people 
who believed they were entitled to please themselves, and therefore entitled to 
buy the things that might give them pleasure. (Nodelman 2000: 38-39)  

 

There are further questions concerning the ‘implied audience’. The production of 

children’s literature is always vexed by the fact that children’s books are generally 
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bought by adults, who are ‘schizophrenic’ in that they variously assume a protective, 

didactic, and an empathetic approach to what they read. Media coverage of the child 

reader consistently strays towards the protective view, taking issue with the messages 

being conveyed in young people’s fiction: 

 
Instead of romping home ravenous from an outdoor adventure to hot scones with 
lashings of cream and jam, the nineties version of Enid Blyton’s Famous Five 
would perhaps trudge back from the CES office to find Mum’s new boyfriend 
shooting up in the kitchen and the baby nursing bruises and a black eye. Young 
adult fiction is carving up the literary nature strip and hanging wheelies on the 
hard-baked bitumen of realism, and it is not just nostalgic fogies and Christian 
fundamentalism wrinkling their noses at the smell of burnt rubber. (Legge 1997: 
10)  

 

These sorts of attitudes make the publishing of children’s books something like entering 

a war zone in which the combatants are parents, teachers and easily-offended critics 

and journalists whose mission in life is to defend their small charges and to act as 

arbiters of good taste, where they wouldn’t presume to make such decisions on behalf of 

their peers. (Certainly the publisher is always a gate-keeper, but in adult publishing, the 

selection is not done by someone determined to protect or instruct, nor by someone from 

such a vastly different world view and experience of life.) Undeniably, the CBCA awards 

are premised on the notion that literary quality is of superior concern to readability, and 

judging is done on the basis of an adult view of what is ‘good’. Because the books 

produced are not generally bought by their readers, but by adults, these makers try to 

‘second guess’ their readership, and often operate from confused standards of literary 

value in their efforts to imagine what will appeal to a young reader. They do this by 

assuming one of the three roles prevalent amongst the children’s book buying public: the 

protective role of the parent; the didactic role of the teacher; or the empathetic role of the 

adult-reliving-childhood reader. This fraught activity is subject to often-contradictory 

approaches, and children-readers may suffer as a result. They may  

 
find their libraries full of issue-based books which seem too teacherly. They may 
not have access to the books they like because of censorship or parental control. 
Or they may buy books which have been hyped up and find them disappointing. 
(Sheahan-Bright 1997: 6)   

 

Concerns such as these have led to the bibliotherapeutic approach to literature – a 

movement which categorises books according to how they ‘meet needs’ or ‘answer 

problems’ for their readers. This movement has also led to a blurring of the lines 
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between fiction writing and the role of the writer as sage or advocate. For example, John 

Marsden’s Secret Men’s Business (1998) was seen to be written by a ‘man who is so 

preoccupied by the ongoing tragedy of male teenage suicide that he was driven to write 

a male adolescent survival guide’ (Yallop 1998: 2). The bibliotherapeutic imperative has 

forced writers into public performance roles as gurus of childhood and adolescent 

behaviour and psychology, of moral arbitration, of literary fashion and opinion – speaking 

at literary festivals, propounding theories of fiction and predicting cultural trends – 

instead of doing what they might prefer to do, staying at home to write. Whereas children 

read as adults do, in order to make some ‘connection’ with the work, adult perceptions of 

the reading of children’s books are often obscured by a desire for books to either instruct 

or improve. Hunt explains this as ‘a tension between what is “good” in the exploded 

abstract, what is good for the child socially, intellectually, and educationally, and what we 

really, honestly think is a good book’ (Hunt 1991: 15). Any analysis of children’s 

publishing structures is further complicated by Hunt’s simply-put statement concerning 

the monumentally difficult fact that, ‘We are dealing with texts designed for a non-peer 

audience, texts that are created in a complex social environment by adults’ (Hunt 1991: 

15). In no other area of publishing are the ‘products’ predominantly purchased by 

someone other than the ‘end user’. For publishers, and other members of the book 

trade, this constitutes a major marketing problem.  

 
A distinction between publishing and other forms of media is another vexed question 

which complicates the production of children’s literature. In 1984 Walter McVitty wrote: 

‘Writing books for children is likely to be a labour of love; writing material for children’s 

television is more a matter of commerce’ (McVitty 1984: 4). Here McVitty referred in part 

to the very real disparity between earning capacities available to writers who then did not 

have so much access to supplementary incomes via the profitable touring and teaching 

circuits now available to them. There is in this statement also an implied value 

judgement preferring written to televised discourse, an attitude which denies the fact that 

books are a form of media themselves. This view, moreover, seems to be still prevalent, 

perhaps because the book has always been considered an ‘artefact’ rather than a 

‘product’; a work created by a team of artists rather than a team of manufacturers. But 

it’s a less-defensible view when we examine the nature of the book industry, and the 

conflict which exists between the ‘structure’ – the myriad of economic, cultural and 

organizational forces which determine the marketplace, such as government policy, 
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educational trends and societal changes – and the ‘agency’ of the individuals who are 

the partners involved in negotiating these forces and producing books or literature in 

other multimedia formats, e.g. authors, illustrators, editors, readers. 

 

The traditional division of children’s books into several distinct markets – educational, 

library, literary or ‘quality’ trade, mass market trade, and a category which has been 

described as ‘Middle Market’ (Ingram 1987b: 340) is another significant factor. Such 

divisions have caused there to be preconceived notions or ‘expectations’ of a book if it’s 

produced for the educational as opposed to the trade market; and if it’s purchased from 

the checkout at a supermarket, as opposed to being purchased from an independent 

bookseller. Notions of literary worth have been based on a division between ‘high’ and 

‘low’ culture, which have further been identified with types of bookselling outlets. But 

such distinctions are now breaking down rapidly, as a result of changing social and 

literary values, and a changing economic publishing climate. The increase in the range 

of non-traditional bookselling outlets offering children’s books as merchandise, for 

example, has encouraged publishers to see less of a distinction between the mass 

market and the general book trade, and this will have obvious implications for publishing 

in future. The gradual growth of the mass market has altered the predominant influence 

of a ‘bourgeois’ reading public, and has seen works for children influenced by more 

varied class positions, further hastening the industry’s transformation. The growing 

prominence of popular culture and the media is altering the children’s publisher’s 

marketing and publishing strategies too.  

 

Thus, if book publishing is ‘different’ in that its production has characteristics which are 

very distinct from other forms of cultural production, then children’s publishing is more 

so, having its own even more distinct characteristics. The dynamic relationship between 

‘innovation and control’ (Turow 1992a: 168) in the mass media structure of publishing is 

complexified because children’s book output has been divided traditionally into  

 
two distinct segments with separate, generally non-overlapping client 
relationships and the same purported audience… the “library” market segment 
contains publishers who sell the overwhelming majority of their books to school 
and public (i.e. non-school related) libraries. By contrast what might be called the 
“mass market” segment contains publishers who market their books 
overwhelmingly to a large variety of non-library outlets – particularly discount, 
department, and book stores. (Turow 1976: 10)  
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These different client relationships have influenced the production of materials for these 

two markets, making this a profoundly interesting sector to study. In 1978 Joseph Turow 

pointed out that  

 
no study can be found that tries to break down the relative sales of, the number 
of books produced for, and the number of books distributed in the library market, 
the mass market, the home book club, and the school book club markets to make 
up the complex. (Turow 1978: 6) 

 

A later US study by Duke (1979) did examine the distinctive sales to each of these 

markets, and a more recent US study by Raugust (1997c) examined some aspects of 

the book trade within the perspective of the entertainment industries. Reynolds and 

Tucker (1998), too, have provided useful analysis of how the various partners in the UK 

market interact. But, despite the obviously intriguing aspects of these dual markets no 

theorists have exercised any detailed investigation into the dynamics between the mass 

and the traditional library markets.  

 

Since the 1970s, there has been a decline in both the buying power and the influence of 

the library market in children’s publishing. Turow (1977) correctly predicted that 

publishing policies and perspectives would have to change since too little attention had 

been paid to the mass marketing of children’s books, which began as long ago as the 

introduction of Little Golden Books in the early 1940s, and would eventually rival the 

library market for supremacy. The library/trade distinction is further of interest because 

the two markets have been recently ‘blurring’, and these client relationships cannot be 

so readily delineated. Australian research has not covered any of these questions in any 

detail, and statistics have been difficult to obtain. The pattern of ‘mutual exclusivity’ 

which has grown up is being challenged today by enterprises which recognize that their 

livelihood depends on taking advantage of the overlapping markets for books if these 

distinctions are not so rigidly adhered to.  

 

Definitions are therefore complexified by the range of markets served by the creators 

and marketers of ‘children’s literature’. While there are two identifiable markets in the 

trade and educational sectors, these are now fragmented into specific areas which may 

be allied to: the age-group of the target audience, e.g. young adult (YA) books, junior 

fiction, ‘baby books’ etc; the demands of the audience (e.g. recreational or informational 

non-fiction); the diversity of book markets and sales outlets (e.g. mass market, 
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educational market, book clubs, supermarkets, specialist bookshops); and most 

importantly, the diverse buyers of the books. Children’s publishing is distinguished by the 

fact ‘that the audience is constantly changing as children grow older and both their 

reading skills and reading tastes develop’ (Altbach and Hoshino 1995: 21), making this a 

constantly evolving and expanding market, and so a positive aspect is that ‘many 

children’s books, not only the classics, are long-lived’ (Altbach and Hoshino 1995: 23). 

 

The final issue which relates to the production and distribution of children’s literature is 

that   

 
the costing of children’s books is different from that of adult books. Traditionally, 
they have always been priced more cheaply…partly to do with the perception of 
the books – most are, after all, shorter than adult books – but it mostly results 
from the desire of both publisher and author that the books, through the adult 
intermediary of parent, librarian or teachers, should be accessible to as large an 
audience as possible. (Clark, Hunt 1996: 473) 

 

Costing has further implications since  

 
children’s books take much longer to become established. Although ultimately 
they may become good, steady earners, publishers have to wait considerably 
longer…to cover their costs and start making a profit…traditionally, large 
backlists have had to be maintained, and books kept in storage over long periods 
of time, adding considerably to the costs involved in selling children’s books. 
(Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 26)  

 

Market forces are therefore enormously powerful because children’s books  

 
are much more expensive to produce…and they have to be sold much more 
cheaply. And for another thing they are much more difficult to distribute. Buyers 
of children’s books are the most conservative folk on earth. And there still aren’t 
enough book shops specializing in children’s books. So the publisher of them has 
to cope with the conservatism, and often downright bad taste, of buying 
managers whose ideas are based on selling popular adult best sellers. (Eyre 
1978: 99)  

 

Though lower prices have often been defended on altruistic grounds, it’s a muddied sort 

of altruism, contaminated by a prejudice against the worth of, and further contributing to, 

the marginalization or segregation of children’s literature from mainstream publishing. 

Thus these dual intentions of profit and cultural production present an imminently worthy 

topic for focused study.  
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These factors must be viewed in an Australian context, where the ‘silence’ regarding the 

Australian children’s publishing industry and the need to document it is also due to its 

comparative historical brevity. Australia’s formal recognition of children’s publishing as 

an entity with the appointment of Joyce Boniwell Saxby (1923-1964) as the first 

children’s editor at Angus and Robertson in 1963 came some forty years later than in the 

US. The late creation of Australian children’s departments retarded children’s publishing 

growth as did the slow growth of public and school libraries. Thus, a perusal of the 

literature isolates failures to analyze publishing structures and the role which individuals 

have played within them; to contextualize publishing within the broader spectrum of the 

mass media, entertainment and cultural industries, and to analyze children’s publishing. 

Making links between children’s literature history and the more common analysis of adult 

publishing provides some new insights with which to better understand children’s 

publishing’s organizational aspects. In focusing on the views of educational and literary 

theorists, there has grown a misunderstanding and over-simplification of the forces 

which will drive the further development of children’s publishing. In railing against 

commercialism, there has been a willful ignorance of publishing realities. ‘It is not a 

question of harm done, but rather, of our failure to find ways to make the marketplace a 

positive force in contemporary society’ (Kline 1993: 350). The Australian industry is 

really an infant itself, having grown only since WWII, prior to which few Australian 

publishers existed, and British control of the market was maintained by local sales 

offices. WWII changed all this, economically and socially, and this study will examine the 

origins of the industry, focussing on several distinct enterprises, in order to observe their 

successes and failures and to discover the factors which have created a viable 

Australian trade publishing industry. Though it is not possible to trace the exact 

publishing history of every book, nor, of every author and illustrator, nor the career 

trajectory of each publisher, some select publications and their publishing histories will 

be mentioned to illustrate the fact that ‘within the web of forces that give a book its 

individual character, the publishing process is crucial’ (Alderson 1991:34).  

 

This study will begin by tracing the growth of the international industry, before turning to 

the Australian scene, in order to define the process and the companies which have 

played a part here, how the twin ideals of commerce and culture have been dynamically 

managed by companies with both local and overseas interests, and how individuals (or 
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‘agents’) as well as structural enterprises, have determined the pattern of growth until 

the present day. It will also isolate children’s publishing strategies which may constitute 

likely future trends in the Australian context.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
  
THE MARKETPLACE:  THE FOUNDATIONS OF THE 
INTERNATIONAL CHILDREN’S PUBLISHING INDUSTRY 
 

 
Handy spandy, Jack-a-Dandy,  
Loves plumb cake, and sugar candy; 
He bought some at a grocer’s shop,  
And out he came, hop, hop, hop, hop. 

(Opie 1951: 232) 
 

 

If publishers have always vacillated between admitting that their purpose is to sell 

books, and expounding the cultural virtues of what they have published, children’s 

books have been even more obviously produced with a dual purpose, confounded by a 

conflict between the two aims ‘to entertain’ and ‘to instruct or improve’. Though 

entertainment came later than the intention to make children ‘better’, these dual notions 

have created the pattern of conflict and creative resolution which typically has 

characterized children’s publishing – from the nascent development of children’s 

literature, to the beginning of a bona fide juvenile industry, and up until the present day. 

‘Underlying all the definitions is the exchange value of this literature as a commodity’ 

(Zipes 2001: 66). Or as Alderson has even more cynically commented, ‘for over 200 

years there has been a busy international trade in children’s books often stemming from 

no more altruistic a motive than the commercial value of enhanced print runs’ (Alderson 

1978b: 8).   

 

Nodelman (2000) supports Kline (1993) in ascribing the children’s publishing industry’s 

origin not so much to moral or cultural imperatives, but to economic ones. The early 

printed products of this industry contained lessons which were written with the purpose 

of ‘sugar-coating’ the messages conveyed (Kline 1993: 81-2) and were less to do with 

religious or moral instruction and more with instilling capitalist instincts. They were about 

the admonition ‘to save’, not only money, but to learn about ‘saving’ by burying one’s 

instincts to gratify individual desires in the pursuit of uplifting objectives such as moral 
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rectitude and good citizenship. ‘Newbery’s motto for his publishing business was “Trade 

and plum-cake forever” – an intriguing conjunction of profit and sensual pleasure that 

might suggest exactly why he came to invent children’s literature as we know it’ 

(Nodelman 2000: 38). The traditional analysis of the industry’s origins is, of course, that 

moral education drove its initial steps, but in Kline and Nodelman’s twist of 

interpretation, the two often opposed strands – the ethical and the commercial – are 

complicatedly intertwined. In short, the creation of these new ‘juvenile’ readers helped to 

lay the foundations for today’s consumer culture! Australian children’s publishing 

industry development, although more recent, with its own distinctive features, has been 

driven by this same dichotomy. 

 

Though the eighteenth-century origins of the children’s publishing industry occurred in a 

climate firmly oriented towards instruction for young minds, ‘pioneers’ like John Newbery 

(1713-67) quickly recognized the ‘entertainment’ value of this niche market and 

exploited it thoroughly. Challenges to critics of the electronic media’s ‘commercial’ 

influence on young people’s literature are provided by the history of the children’s book 

itself. For, far from being ‘contaminated’ by twentieth-century marketing, the children’s 

book was invented and then manufactured by nineteenth-century publishers who 

perceived a market, and encouraged writers to produce for it. ‘Children’s books were the 

first “products” of any kind to be designed with children’s special status and needs in 

mind’ (Kline 1993: 81-2) so that in targeting children as consumers, publishers were 

beginning a tradition which has since been more widely and successfully exploited by 

the very media industries which are said to be threatening the hegemony of the 

children’s book. Nineteenth-century Australian precedents such as the bookseller and 

publisher E.W. Cole’s successes, and the ‘Reward Books’ (mass-produced for school 

prizes and presents) marketed so successfully in the Commonwealth by companies 

such as the Religious Tract Society, provide ample evidence that publishers took the 

baton offered by the burgeoning children’s market and ran with it, whilst maintaining that 

they wished to improve young minds as well.   

 
The myth is widespread that book publishing in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries was a gentlemanly trade in which an editor catered to an 
author’s every whim, whereas commercialism and hucksterism have taken over 
in our day. It is a useful myth, to be sure, for it permits authors to point to a 
golden past and allows publishers to fashion for themselves a fine pedigree 
going back to a time when their profession was not sullied by the crass 
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requirements of the marketplace. There once may have been more gentlemen in 
publishing than there are now, but there were surely sharp operators, hucksters, 
and pirates galore. In publishing, as in many other spheres of social life, there is 
little that is new. What is different, we believe, are the changes in the work 
process and the status order within houses. However, book publishing in the 
past as in the present has operated under the pressure of the marketplace, the 
counting-house, and the literary and intellectual currents of the day. The quest 
for profit and the demands of excellence have all too often refused to go hand in 
hand. One should not be surprised that these same tensions, albeit in somewhat 
different form, are still here today. (Coser, Kadushin and Powell 1982: 35)    

 

Where risk-taking and conducting business in an environment which is partially driven 

by unbusiness-like factors are norms, the children’s publisher has often achieved the 

nearly impossible in marketing extremely successfully in a volatile environment. A stand-

alone industry has been created in the last fifty years, during a revolutionary publishing 

period, in which the trajectory of worldwide publishing growth was hastened dramatically 

by Allen Lane’s inspired creation of Penguin Books in 1935, which changed the trade 

and made ‘book ownership a possibility and a reality for all manner of men, women and 

children everywhere’ (Morpurgo 1979: 384). This paperback revolution heralded 

changes further exacerbated by electronic media development, contributing to the 

growth of publishing as a mass media structure. Children’s publishing has been the site 

of furious change, coupled with innovative speculation unequalled in other spheres of 

publishing. Commentators may deride 1990s globalization, but it is clear that 

international children’s mass marketing has developed as part of a continuum.  

 
Yet if the contemporary marketing of children’s culture had a nursemaid, it was in the 
form of a children’s book. The means used to nurture children as a willing audience 
for cultural products were the templates for all subsequent attempts to promote 
children’s cultural products. Books demonstrated that children should be addressed 
as a market in themselves. Publishers may simply have been too successful in 
defining a literature of childhood that would capture children’s hearts and minds. By 
showing the way to the childish imagination the publishers laid the groundwork for 
other forms of cultural enterprise that would grow to challenge them in the very 
market they had created. What the succession of competing media ensures was that 
the initial dribble of contact between children and the marketplace established by the 
first “repeatable cultural commodity” would grow into a flood. (Kline 1993: 97) 

 

Even those who have challenged the ideological prejudices regarding the distinction 

between good and bad books for children have been guilty of bias themselves. Zipes, 

for example, laments that publishers ‘are no longer, as in the good old days, simply 

small firms with good editors that just produce books’ (Zipes 2001: 7), and bemoans the 
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loss of that hallowed era before mass market bookstores forced parents to choose 

books for their children ‘without the advice or supervision of a librarian or teacher and 

without discussion of the book’s merits’ (Zipes 2001: 6) – in a tone which smacks 

uncomfortably of the biases he has denigrated. He fails to acknowledge that such 

selling tactics may entice the non-bookish parent into uncharacteristic purchase 

because they rarely enter bookstores. He dismisses school book clubs because they 

enhance ‘publishers’ own pocketbooks’ (Zipes 2001: 8), as if the imperative to publish 

had always been altruistic! Finally, his description of Scholastic’s tactics is telling – 

‘induced, obligated, recruit, join without parental permission’ (Zipes 2001: 8) – creating 

an image of an organization hell-bent on taking the power away from adults and giving it 

to the children. And he fails to observe the irony in such a criticism.   

 

Challenges to the bias inherent in such socially constructed arguments are provided by 

tracing the commercial and cultural history of the growth of international children’s 

publishing which also provides a background to the Australian experience. The stages 

of development may be listed in this order:  

 

• first, the invention of printing, the recording of folk literature, and the creation of 

horn books, primers, battledores and moral tales;  

• second, John Newbery’s marketing strategies and those of other early 

publishers;  

• third, nursery rhymes and other recycled materials – books as entertainments 

and toy books;  

• fourth, institutional support for publishing – religion and Sunday schools as 

instruments of commercialism; education, libraries and reward books;  

• fifth, the growth of commercial production and nineteenth-century 

booksellers/publishers;  

• sixth, the development of overseas markets;  

• seventh, the golden age and beyond – twentieth-century development of a 

children’s literature establishment;  

• eighth, post-WWII trends – new internationalism, enduring conservatism, growth 

of the children’s publishing industry founded on an institutional market, children 

as a consumerist market, mass market and technology;  

• ninth, ‘the matriarchy’ – the power of libraries and the agency of women.  
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Invention of Printing, the Recording of Folk Literature, and Early Children’s 

Literature 
 

Children’s publishing history begins with a landmark which predates the idea of 

publishing itself, for the introduction of printing to England by William Caxton (1422-

1491), with Aesop’s Fables (1484) and The Booke of Curtesye or Lytyll John (1477), as 

prototypes, heralded the inventive possibility of books being produced specifically for 

children. Thereafter the gradual growth in their production was done by those who 

‘subscribed at once to that instinctive adult belief...that the young should read only what 

would instruct and improve them’ (Meigs 1969: 30). Next was Bishop Comenius’s Orbis 

Sensualium Pictus (1657), ‘probably the first purpose-made children’s picture book’ 

(Feaver 1977: 7). Sporadic juvenile literature was ‘a mixture of courtesy books, school 

books and religious texts’ (Hunt 1996: 141) but until the nineteenth century, working-

class children had to be content largely with the chapbooks produced for adults – ‘small 

paperbound books carried by pedlars in their packs’ (Muir 1982: 9). As London 

publishers such as John Marshall and William and Cluer Dicey (Hunt 1996: 145) began 

to specialize in these adult texts and they became more widely available, their potential 

attraction to children became clear.  

 
The next significant appearance was that of folk and fairy tales, derived from oral 

culture. Although several late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century translations 

quickly demonstrated child appeal, their production was stymied by two factors. First, 

they were oral in tradition and consisted of many variants, therefore necessitating 

dedicated and time-consuming editorial investigation to commit them to print. Secondly, 

their publication was restricted by the widely-held view that children had no ‘right’ to 

such bawdy, fantastical literature and needed to be protected from it. The soon-to-be-

popular fairy tales (whose nomenclature was derived from the word ‘faerie’, a concept 

attached to the stereotypical winged creature but which relates to a much older word 

meaning ‘the Fates’, and has more recently been attached to children’s presumed 

interests in stories associated with light-hearted pursuits and childish interests) were 

first collected by several key European figures. Madame d’Aulnoy’s Contes des Fées 

(1697) appeared in English as The History of the Tales of the Fairies (1699) and as four 

volumes (1710-1715), but it was Charles Perrault (1628-1703) who ‘founded a literary 
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genre’ (Philip 1989: 9) with his classic Histoires ou Contes du Temps Passé (1697). 

Works such as Robert Samber’s Histories, or Tales of Past Times, Told by Mother 

Goose (1729) and ‘The old fables, especially the compilation known as Aesop’s 

Fables...were also much used in schools’ (Kinnell, Hunt 1996: 143), and had already 

appeared in chapbooks such as The History of Jack and the Giants (1740?), ‘the 

foundation text for the printed versions of the classic English folk tale’ (Opie 1989: 12). 

The Brothers Jacob (1785-1863) and Wilhelm (1786-1859) Grimm and their German 

Popular stories or Kinder-und Haus-Marchen (1823) also became popular while instilling 

‘capitalist notions’, for they preached ‘industriousness, diligence, opportunism, the 

importance of money and power, and the domestication of women’ (Zipes 2001: 110) 

provoking a flurry of nineteenth-century European folk tale collecting which brought 

about, ‘a transformation…of the scholarly attitude toward the productions of the folk. A 

new humility before the informant becomes everywhere perceptible after the date 1812’ 

(Campbell 1990: 15). An unwillingness to tamper with authorized versions of tales lasted 

for decades, though Victorian puritanism altered a lot of stories in the name of moral 

rectitude or to protect the child and these became the versions which have since been 

endlessly re-published in various formats and illustrated versions. These collections 

provided a huge resource which has been mined ever since. Tales collected by such as 

Joseph Jacobs (1854-1916) and Andrew Lang (1844-1912) are therefore what we have 

come to recognize as the ‘fairy tale’. Lang also encouraged Kate Langloh Parker (1856-

1940) to collect Australian Legendary Tales (1896), the first Indigenous tales published 

in Australia (to which Lang wrote the introduction), thus introducing the folk tradition to 

this new Colony. ‘When Andrew Lang’s colour Fairy Books appeared between 1889 and 

1910, they codified fairy tale narrative in English…they became a mother lode for many 

twentieth-century “authors” of fairy tales for children’ (Bottigheimer, Hunt 1996: 159). 

From such cultural intentions an ‘industry’ had been born.  

 
Meanwhile, many more impoverished seventeenth-century children were being 

educated with ‘horn books’ – ‘usually made from a bat-shaped piece of wood, to which 

was pasted the alphabet and sometimes the Lord’s Prayer, and covered with a 

transparent piece of horn’ – and ‘primers’ – ‘small booklets which contained the 

alphabet, the Lord’s Prayer, catechism and collects’ (Kinnell, Hunt 1996: 142). 

‘Battledores’ too, were available as readers, shaped ‘like a small racket, used for playing 

shuttlecock’ or as ‘the wooden or cardboard tablets which gradually superceded the 
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horn-book as a device for teaching children to read’ (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 49) 

produced until about the middle of the nineteenth century when the tide of children’s 

publishing had swelled to make them superfluous. Moral tales and Puritan teachings 

had a strong hold, despite the fact that John Locke (1632-1704), in his Some Thoughts 

on Education (1693), was exhorting that children needed entertainment, that books 

needed to be both ‘morally profitable and pleasurable’ (Kinnell, Hunt 1996: 143). John 

Bunyan’s classic Pilgrim’s Progress (1678) was a synthesis of such beliefs, as was the 

first Australian children’s book, Charlotte Barton’s A Mother’s Offering To her Children 

(1841) whose antecedents lay with didactic texts such as Jane Janeway’s A Token for 

Children: being an Exact Account of the Conversion, Holy and Exemplary Lives, and 

Joyful Deaths of Several Young Children (1671-2) which ‘is among the earliest of all 

English children’s books designed for “recreational reading” – even though its sequence 

of anecdotes about small children dying in a state of grace may not suggest such a 

thing’ (Opie 1989: 26). These ‘religious’ texts also showed that publishers ‘were 

realising the worth of the market for “these good godly books” and by the 1670s many 

more were being published’ (Kinnell, Hunt 1996: 144). The twin purposes of religious or 

cultural improvement and publishing profit began to coalesce; though it has been with 

hindsight difficult to distinguish between the two priorities. The incentives behind the 

growth of children’s book publishing are even more difficult to confirm, because it was 

so vaguely regarded as being a separate area of publishing for so long.  

 

Booksellers began to view it as a field ‘ripe for the picking’, coupled with the moral 

imperative for children to obtain ‘entertaining’ and ‘instructive’ books. From about 1740 

onwards the momentum was enhanced dramatically by two key individuals. Mary 

Cooper (?-1761)18 published the first collection of nursery rhymes, Tommy Thumb’s 

Pretty Song-Book (1744), and Thomas Boreman (?-1743)19 released his ten-volume 

Gigantik Histories (1740-3) anticipating Newbery by some years.  

                                                           
18 Continuing her deceased husband’s publishing business from 1742.  
19 He went into business in 1730.  
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Like Newbery, Boreman often “puffed” one of his books by archly alluding to it 
within the text of another, and his books were also characterized by the 
whimsical manner that became a hallmark of many Newbery publications; for 
example, he sometimes referred to himself as “master Tommy Boreman”. 
(Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 76)   

 
Cooper and Boreman  

 
did two [new] things… First they demonstrated practically – and not simply by lip-
service – that there was a place for playfulness in children’s books, and second 
they incorporated this idea into making what today we would call a “children’s 
list”, a group of books consistently edited for the market of the times. (Opie 1989: 
43)   

 
They ‘spoke’ directly to children, albeit in a tone inscribed with romanticized adult 

perceptions of children’s tastes, a tendency which found many later imitators.  

 

John Newbery’s Marketing Strategies  
 

It is commonly regarded, however, that printer John Newbery (1713-67) became the first 

publisher ‘who really did put children’s books on the commercial map’ (Opie 1989: 43) 

with The Little Pretty Pocket Book (1744), one of about twenty such works bound in 

attractive floral covers. ‘He developed the making of children’s books into something 

recognizably “modern”’ (Opie 43)  

 
…through a sustained and forceful exploitation of the market… [and was] intent 
on selling to the middle classes and aspiring artisans, not the mass of the 
labouring population. (Kinnell, Hunt 1996: 146-7)  

 

Foreshadowing modern children’s publishing enterprises, he recognized that the books 

must appeal to ‘both parents and children’ and that ‘advertising and distribution’ (Kinnell, 

Hunt 1996: 147) were essential. Capitalizing on educational growth and on responses to 

Locke’s call for treating children as rational creatures, Newbery also gave children 

entertainment, seizing  

 
every opportunity to advertise his books, sometimes in newspaper 
advertisements designed to sell his whole output…rather than to announce just a 
title or two, …to make his children’s books appealing…including having playful 
imprints or statements printed on his title-pages and incorporating puffs for 
books into the texts of the works that he published and sold. (Wood 1997: 23)  
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Newbery published the first recorded (albeit short-lived) serial children’s publication, the 

Lilliputian Magazine (1752-2), 20 and also The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes (1765) 

which Opie derides as being ‘ham-fisted and ludicrous’…but which ‘achieved near-

classic status because of its engaging title, because of the way that this lent itself to 

advertising, and because of the book’s attractive get-up’ (Opie 1989: 43). His ‘strategies’ 

were recognizably modern for  

 
he even exaggerated the success of one of his books, designating the first 
edition of A Collection of Pretty Poems for the amusement of children “three foot 
high, 1756, the ‘fifty-fourth’ edition”. In keeping with this pretence, editions two 
through seven were designated as the “fifty-fifth” to “sixtieth” editions… A good 
number of the children’s books which Newbery issued also contain textual 
advertisements for his store and for other books that he published and sold. 
(Wood 1997: 24)  

 

Such ‘self-advertising’ was also included, for example, in: The Valentine’s Gift: or, A 

Plan to enable children of all sizes and denominations to behave with honour, integrity, 

and humanity (1765) which ‘contained many references to Newbery’s publications in the 

context of the story’ (Wood 1997: 25). He pioneered the modern trick of ‘opportunistic’ 21 

publishing, for, ‘a further gimmick…useful for boosting sales of his books at certain 

times of the year, was to name some of his books after holidays and festivals – Nurse 

Truelove’s Christmas-box (1750) and Nurse Truelove’s New-Year’s Gift (1750)’ (Wood 

1997: 26). As Opie points out, ‘Many of the books may have seemed over-didactic or 

dull even to their earliest readers, but were designed and marketed…in a way that 

sought to convince otherwise’ (Opie 1989: 43). Newbery was not averse to allowing 

marketing to over-ride editorial considerations:  

 
The other reason for assigning importance to John Newbery is that he was 
successful, which…in the book trade almost automatically leads to imitation. If 
one publisher can make money out of the new genre “children’s books” then 
others will try, and straight away channels open for an expansion of the market 
and for a degree of experimentation that will seek to develop different angles of 
approach. (Opie 1989: 44)  

 

As Nodelman suggests, Newbery and his followers did three things:  

 

                                                           
20 Though it failed due to lack of subscribers. 
21 Opportunistic publishing will be discussed in relation to the current market in Chapter 8.   
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First, they found a way of allowing children to indulge in sensuous pleasure – 
something alien to the Puritans, for instance, but central to our conceptions both 
of children’s literature and of childhood. Second, they found a way of making 
money out of doing so. And third, the way they did these things made children’s 
entertainment educational, and thus allowed children’s literature to produce the 
child readers it required in order to make it a viable source of profit. (Nodelman 
2000: 38)  

 

Nodelman believes that the success of the creation of such early children’s literature lay 

in the fact that Newbery’s books taught children ‘mercantile’ instincts. They learned that 

in order to purchase such pleasures they had to ‘save’ and defer pleasure until they 

were able to acquire such products. Thus the guilt taught in earlier children’s texts was 

replaced by another form of deferment, and created a type of reader with instincts which 

contributed to the growth of the consumer society we have become today.  

 
It was Newbery’s genius to see that he could profit from providing children with 
that pleasure if he made it somehow respectable – a spur to trade. Not 
surprisingly, the texts he published, and the ones we still produce today, imply a 
child audience with characteristics similar to his own declared interest in both 
plum-cake and trade. (Nodelman 2000: 39)   

 

Newbery’s works continued to be published posthumously22 but his real legacy was the 

pattern he set for later juvenile publishing houses to follow. As Paul suggests, Newbery 

‘is credited with inventing the holy trinity of children’s book advertising; instruction, 

delight, and toys… Even today we would be hard pressed to find advertising for children 

that doesn’t invoke it’ (Hade, Paul and Mason 2003: 137). 

 

Nursery Rhymes, Recycled Materials, Books as Entertainments and Toy Books 
 

Another outcome of both the acceptance of ‘folk’ literature, and the pattern of publishing 

set by Newbery, was its potential for lucrative exploitation in other forms, notably in 

individual or collected nursery rhymes, for ‘publishers and illustrators saw them (along 

with fairy-tales) as a natural, ready-made set of texts, unprotected by tiresome copyright 

prohibitions (Opie 1989: 66). Numerous examples of such commercial ventures include 

Routledge’s New Sixpenny Toy Books (1866-1889), Frederick Warne’s Aunt Louisa 

series (1860-5?), Walter Crane’s Sixpenny Toy Books (1865-76) and the Randolph 

                                                           
22 By both his son Francis with his manager Thomas Carnan, and separately by his nephew 
Frances and his widow Elizabeth.  
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Caldecott Picture Books (1879?-1886), both the latter published by Edmund Evans 

(1826-1905). Evans was an engraver and the  

 
most celebrated Victorian printer of children’s books [whose] patronage and 
methods of reproducing…played a large part in creating their reputation… He 
quickly developed a trade in colour work, especially in the cheap bright paper 
book-covers for the new station bookstall customers…[which] ran the gamut 
from the painstaking and superb to the undistinguished hack-job. (Carpenter and 
Prichard 1984: 170)  

 

He was, like later publishers, torn between the demands of his skills and those of the 

market, and similarly, several later revered illustrators made their early fame from 

novelties. One of his illustrators, Kate Greenaway (1846-1901), began her career with 

‘paid work on Christmas cards and valentines, as well as book illustration, among other 

things for Frederick Warne’s toy books’ (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 226). Evans 

arranged for George Routledge and Sons to produce her Under the Window (1879) for 

the relatively costly price of six shillings, and his faith in her market value is evinced by 

the 20,000 copy first printing. She created a craze which had many imitators, so that 

Evans ‘considered that the sheer volume of poor substitutes for her work available in the 

shops substantially diminished her sales by the 1890s’ (Carpenter and Prichard 227). 

The delicate balance between being a best-selling creator and becoming ‘too well-

known’ and easily copied has proved a tightrope to negotiate ever since.  

 

The practice of ‘recycling’ materials was common too, with ‘the publisher’s habit of 

lumping several titles together and putting them out in a fancy binding for the gift-book 

trade’ (Opie 1989: 69). As the Opies opine,  

 
the rhymes became the great precursors of “today’s merchandising”, appearing 
everywhere from matchbox labels to toilet-roles... Thereafter almost every 
gimmick in the repertoire called upon nursery-rhyme themes, whether for 
painting books and transfer pictures, or jigsaw puzzles and crosswords, fabric 
games and doll-dressing exercises. (Opie 1989: 71)  

 
It has always been difficult to separate books from toys; all are ‘artefacts that mean so 

much to children in their own private world: toys, games, trouvailles – all those things 

from glass marbles to false noses that have potential to be loved recollections’ (Opie 

1989: 11). The Opies, for example, greatly prized Cinderella; or, the little glass slipper, 

one of the ‘doll-dressing’ books produced by S. and J. Fuller in 1814, ‘as being of 
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historic importance for the way in which they compounded characteristics of toys, 

picture books and graphic inventiveness in a single artefact’ (Opie 1989: 19). Another 

such ‘gimmick’ was the panorama, such as The Flight of the Old Woman Who Was 

Tossed up in a Basket, by Aliquis [D. Bogue] (1844), ‘and measuring more than seven 

feet when extended’ (Opie 1989: 34) which heralds similar experiments in late twentieth-

century publishing. 23 There were ‘movable’ books produced by Ernest Nister 24, and H. 

Grevel and Co. specialised in the books devised by Lothar Meggendorfer such as 

Comic Actors (1891). Dean and Son’s 25 The Moveable Mother Hubbard and The 

Moveable Cock Robin (1857) contained pull-tabs, and their Little Red Riding Hood 

(1863) was a primitive pop-up book, operated by a ribbon. So, these Victorian products 

have startling similarities to today’s toy-books!  

 

There were also the ‘harlequinades’ or ‘turn-ups’ of the 1760s 26 which ‘were examples 

of a growing use of metal-engraving and a growing fashion in printing whole products on 

the engraver’s press [which occasioned] some useful economies in production costs’ 

(Opie 1989: 51). In addition, ‘the second great stimulus that was provided by 

harlequinades was also, broadly, a technical one: the introduction of colour’ (Opie 1989: 

51) which created a more appealing product leading to greater demand. ‘Dean’s Rag 

Book Co. was the first to print babies’ books directly on to cloth… [and] invented the 

term “rag book” which is not recorded in the Oxford English Dictionary before 1905’ 

(Opie 1989: 25). Many ‘toy-books’ were derived from earlier games such as peep-shows 

and inventions like the Praxinoscope Theatre 27 and the Zoetrope. 28 Conversely, many 

toys were based on books, with card games depicting story characters such as Alice 

Through the Looking Glass, and many were designed to teach spelling, counting, 

history or geography. John Harris (1756-1846) produced A New and Compendious 

System of Geography on Cards in 1804 (Goodfellow 1997: 91). William Darton (1779-

1854) produced British and Foreign Animals in 1820, which came in a slip-case with a 

descriptive booklet (Goodfellow 1997: 38). Book shapes also echoed content – as 

rocking horses, shoes, or any manner of object. This extraordinary proliferation of 
                                                           
23 Similar works have appeared in twentieth century Australian publications such as Witold 
Genorowicz’s The Train (Ringwood: Penguin, 1982). 
24 Which operated from 1891-1900 in Nuremberg and London.   
25 Later Dean and Munday.  
26 In the late twentieth century such techniques have been revived with titles such as Helen 
Oxenbury’s 729 Puzzle People (1986) part of her Heads, Bodies and Legs Books series.  
27 ‘Patented in Paris by Emile Renaud in 1877’ (Opie 144).  

 63



‘juvenile products’ refutes those who propose that book ‘packaging’ is a late twentieth-

century phenomenon.  

 

So, ‘almost overnight the makers of children’s books...realized that they did not have to 

preserve a standard approach to their job…and a whole series of innovations followed 

one another hot on each other’s heels’ (Opie 1989: 51). John Marshall (fl.1783-1828) 

created products like the Juvenile, or Child’s Library (1799) 29 and operated a busy 

‘production line’ which ‘was perhaps slightly akin to the workshops in Columbia that 

produce today’s pop-ups’ (Opie 1989: 52). 30 Marshall also printed the Cheap 

Repository Tracts created by Hannah More (1745-1833), so that his were a curious 

mixture of high-minded, religious works and very frivolous ones! More eventually 

quarrelled with him, regarding him as ‘shifty and motivated only by commercial 

principles’ (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 340), indicating that the notions of profit and 

culture were from this early time, often deemed curiously incompatible. John Harris 

(1756-1846) took over the premises of Elizabeth Newbery in 1801, after having worked 

for her since 1797 (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 241), entering the fray with works 

such as The Comic Adventures of Old Mother Hubbard and her Dog (1805) which by 

1807 was into its twenty-fourth edition (Opie 1989: 54) and was unlike Newbery’s works 

in that it had no didactic intention whatsoever. Though not a picture book as we 

understand it since it did not demonstrate the complete harmony between text, 

illustration and design now associated with the genre, it was beginning to look like one  

since it contained more illustrated frames than was then common in illustrated children’s 

books. Harris, like many of his contemporaries, made games, puzzles and books, which 

were not considered separate occupations, at least where the object in question 

required printing of any kind. ‘By 1809 Harris’s catalogue contained 419 items, all of 

which were for children or those teaching them’ (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 241) and 

he was being criticized for producing works of ‘degrading trash’, and of such ‘gaudy 

glare’ that they ‘spoilt children’s taste for the natural colours of the real world’ (Carpenter 

and Prichard 1984: 240). But despite his concentration on entertaining works, he also 

saw the profit to be made from sober ones, just as Marshall had, and printed many of 

                                                                                                                                                                            
28 ‘Invented by W.G. Horner of Bristol in 1834’ (Opie 145). 
29 With eighteen paper-bound volumes in a wooden box which was designed to look like a 
bookcase, and with a drawer to hold a portfolio, so that when Maurice Sendak did something 
similar with his tiny boxed set of four titles entitled Nutshell Library (1977) he was mimicking a 
well-worn tradition. 
30 The company Opie is referring to here is called Intervisual Graphics.  
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the moralist Mrs Trimmer’s texts. Harris became a wealthy man, his firm ‘the most high-

class publishers of popular children’s books’ (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 242), and 

again his successes were imitated by others.  

 

Throughout Europe publishers began to produce topical works. Some children’s book 

historians or critics would even disagree that Newbery was the ‘first’ and might, for 

example, cite the German Book of Art and Instruction for Young People Filled with 

Legend and Fables and Folk Tales With Illustration published by Sigmund Feyerabend 

(1578) as the first book for children (Kline 1993: 82), or the Danish Boorne Spiegel [The 

Child’s Mirror] by Niles Bredal (1568) which was an adaptation of Erasmus’s courtesy 

book De Civilitate Morum Puerilium (Westin, in Hunt 1996: 700). 31 Nevertheless it was 

UK children’s book production which would influence and play the largest part in the 

Australian industry, for  

 
by 1800 some 600 books were being produced [in Britain] annually, a figure that 
had increased tenfold by 1992, when the total number of books in print – as 
recorded by Whitaker – had reached 30,000, issued by over 1,000 publishers. 
(Clark, Hunt 1996: 473)  

 
And, whoever was first to publish a book specifically designed for children, the industry 

took two centuries to really gather momentum, during which European children’s books 

began to appear with increasing regularity. The industry  

 
developed in much the same way and at much the same speed in most 
European countries… [D]uring the nineteenth century there was a general move 
throughout Europe towards universal education, and the size of the middle class 
increased; both helped to create a reading public with a viable market for 
children’s books; while towards the end of the century, technical advances made 
the production of full-colour picture books possible at an economic price. (Ray, 
Hunt 1996: 655) 

 

Institutional Support for Publishing  

 
Such production was influenced not simply by creative and enterprising individuals but 

also by institutions, including the religious organizations formed in the early nineteenth 

century to respond to growing Sunday schools’ demands. In a movement attributed to 

                                                           
31 Or the Finnish primer ABC-Kiria, published in 1543 (Westin 702); or the Russian Fyodorov’s 
ABC-Book (1571) as ‘the earliest sample’ (Hellman, Hunt: 765); or the Lithuanian catechism with 
a rhymed preface by Martynas Mazvydas encouraging children to read in 1547 (Ray, Hunt: 779).  
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‘Robert Raike’s experiments in Gloucester from 1788’ (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 

503), ministers had been issuing ‘instruction’ to ‘poor’ children on Sundays. This 

practice attracted several imitators, notably the famous Mrs Sarah Trimmer (1741-1810) 

and Hannah More (1745-1833) who developed schools and published the Cheap 

Repository Tracts 32 intended to educate and provide an alternative to chapbooks. In the 

UK the Sunday School Union was formed in 1803, and the American Sunday School 

Union, in 1817. ‘The impact of Sunday schooling on the literacy of working-class 

children, and on the literature available to them, was enormous’ (Carpenter and Prichard 

1984: 504), though by later in the nineteenth century it had encompassed well-to-do 

children as well. Several religious organizations created publishing ventures though 

‘commercial publishers also took advantage of the new readers’ (Carpenter and 

Prichard 1984: 504). Founded in 1799, 33 the Religious Tract Society (RTS) aimed ‘to 

promote the dispersion of religious tracts’, and it ‘began to publish specifically for 

children in about 1812, providing tracts at reduced prices to Sunday schools’ (Carpenter 

and Prichard 1984: 447). Such publishing led to ventures into more commercial 

publishing with Talbot Baines Reed’s (1852-1893) immensely influential The Fifth Form 

at St Dominic’s (1887) first published as a serial in the RTS’s The Boys Own Paper in 

1881-2. Reed is credited with ‘inspiring school novels by many other authors over the 

following half-century’ (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 445). The RTS did not ignore its 

female readers, publishing, for example, the popular evangelical stories of Amy le 

Feuvre (d.1929).The RTS’s enormous success (which would wield a powerful influence 

in Australia) encouraged several other organizations, notably booksellers, to specialize 

in publishing, for  

 
by its very efficiency in employing printers and devising a distribution network… 
[it] was behaving in a way that would be followed by commercial publishers later 
on… [and] by the second half of the century their products were everywhere. 
(Darton 1982: 317) 

 

Another such enterprise was the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, founded 

by the Church of England in 1698 ‘to promote the establishment of charity schools, and 

to distribute religious books and tracts’. But this enterprise also ‘published a good deal 

of popular fiction as Reward Books’ (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 490), as did The 

                                                           
32 Printed, as we’ve seen, by John Marshall.  
33 At a breakfast in St Paul’s Coffee House, initiated by a  Congregational minister, engraver and 
author, George Burder (1752-1832) (Carpenter and Prichard 447).  
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American Tract Society 34 founded in 1825. Despite their philanthropic aims, and their 

not wholly commercial objectives, the RTS and its imitators were ‘typical of the new 

function of the publisher in the age of machine printing’ (Darton 1982: 319). Ironically, as 

supposedly ‘non-commercial’ ventures, they helped to institutionalize the notion of a 

separate (religious) children’s publishing market, and profited greatly from it.  

 

The Sunday School Movement also ‘created a need for periodicals with a religious bias; 

consequently for the first time a market and means of distribution existed that could 

sustain a weekly or monthly children’s magazine’ (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 331). 

The RTS started The Child’s Companion in 1824 (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 447) 

which lasted until 1889. Aunt Judy’s Magazine, founded by a vicar’s wife named 

Mrs Margaret Gatty (1809-1873) in 1866, must have owed some of its success to the 

earlier venture’s example. The Boy’s Own Paper was established in 1879 by RTS ‘to 

compete with the cheap and sensational “blood and thunder” magazines and novelettes 

then generally thought to be a corrupting influence’ (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 79) 

and in its first five years ‘circulation rose to a quarter of a million’ (Carpenter and 

Prichard 1984: 80). It survived until 1967. Its success was founded on  

 
working out a compromise between the kind of paper boys would read, and buy; 
the kind of paper parents and teachers would approve; and the kind of paper the 
Society, as responsible Christian publishers, wanted to produce. (Cox 1982: 20)  

 

The Girl’s Own Paper appeared a year later, in 1880. 35 Such ‘moralistic’ endeavours 

also introduced some of the finest Victorian writers to an appreciative child readership in 

a commercial mass product. Before any bona fide publishers existed, they offered 

children reading pleasures, and contributed to market development.  

 
The Society had its eye on two markets. The weekly issue was eagerly bought 
by schoolboys, office boys, apprentices and cadets: read and re-read, passed 
from hand to hand, loaned out and seized back, until it was grubby and falling 
apart. Family readers subscribed in more dignified style to the monthly; but often 
they bought both issues – the weekly to read and give away, the monthly to keep 
for leisurely re-reading and later reference. The monthly was also, naturally 
enough, favoured by overseas subscribers. (Cox 1982: 22)  

 

                                                           
34 Formed from a merger of The New England Tract Society, founded in 1814, with the New York 
Tract Society, founded in 1912.  
35 GOP ceased in 1965, entitled Heiress. 

 67



The popularity of private magazine subscriptions also derived from a distinction between 

the nineteenth-century ‘Victorian trade [which] centred upon the home’ (Darton 1982: 

321) and twentieth-century publishers’ reliance largely on institutional purchasers such 

as libraries. Nineteenth-century publishers’ advertisements for so-called nursery, toy 

and fireside reading was directed at the family, as was the ‘near hysterical exploitation 

of the Christmas trade’ (Darton 1982: 321). This would change, due to factors including 

the establishment of schools and public libraries. The passing of the UK Public Libraries 

Act (1850) and the Education Act (1870) influenced children’s publishing, though British 

institutions did not take up the cause as energetically as their US counterparts until well 

into the twentieth century.  

 

These institutions did, however, contribute to one significant growth in demand – via the 

system of purchasing books as ‘prizes’ or ‘rewards’, for  

 
the 1850s and 1860s were the golden years for the amateur writer. Torrents of 
little books cascaded down upon the Sunday schools, advising, exhorting, and 
laying down the law for the cottage child… Though there was the occasional 
flash of professional talent, such as the stories that Charlotte Yonge wrote for 
her parish schoolgirls, most are monotonously drab. (Avery, quoted, Carpenter 
and Prichard 1984: 448) 

 

If initially rather utilitarian in aspect, too, ‘by the 1870s reward books were being made 

more durable and attractive...often bound in boards and stamped with gold, and were 

advertised more for their appearance than for the piety of their contents’ (Carpenter and 

Prichard 1984: 448). Any copy purchased today of such literature is likely to carry the 

typical book plate. 36  

 
In Britain, the term “Reward” came…to describe cheap, mass-produced juvenile 
books of every kind, designed for school prizes and Christmas and birthday 
presents as well as to meet the continuing Sunday School market. (Carpenter 
and Prichard 1984: 448) 37  

 

                                                           
36 In my own collection, for example, I have copies of: Ethel Turner’s That Girl, Colonial Edition, 
London, T. Fisher Unwin, 1908, ‘Presented to Ellen Jeffries, 2nd Prize, Congregational Sunday 
School, 25th May 1909’; and Joseph Bowes’s Comrades, First edition, London, Henry Frowde, 
Hodder and Stoughton, 1912, ‘Presented to: Leonard Perkins for General Efficiency Class V, 
Christmas 1911 by G.M. Hammond, teacher at Public School, Rous Mill’. 
37 This practice has of course survived into the twentieth century, though the type of text awarded 
has not been so specifically produced for such ‘prize’ markets. 
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Such growth was not limited to England, for there were Scottish firms such as James 

Lumsden (1750-1830), the ‘Newbery or Harris’ of Scotland, ‘whose nursery tales and 

stories were popular’ (Pellowski, Hunt 1996: 668) and Blackie and Son (established on 

20 November 1809 38) whose  

 
Comprehensive Readers (1879) were the first of a stream of schools books of 
every sort… Between school books and “juvenile literature” there is an obvious 
connecting link. The trade name “Rewards” gives the tale away. Victorian 
schools – and Sunday Schools – were great prize-givers, so that the Education 
Act, by increasing schools and scholars, automatically multiplied the demand for 
“reward” books. From educational publishing to “rewards” was a natural line of 
progression which it took only three years for Blackie & Son to follow. (Blackie 
1957: 38)  

 

Two of their instant successes were G.A. Henty (1832-1902) for boys, and Bessie 

Marchant (1862-1941) for girls. Others who found the school textbook business lucrative 

were Edward Arnold from 1890 onwards, Basil Blackwell with its history series for 

elementary readers, and Thomas Nelson with its readers and other texts. Reward 

publishing became important in developing an antipodean educational market, too, 

where UK merchants continued to exercise power until well into the twentieth century.  

 

Growth of Commercial Production and Nineteenth-Century 

Booksellers/Publishers 
  

Thus, when children’s publishing momentum really reached its fruition, and began to 

consolidate, it was due to several factors.  

 
The nineteenth century was indeed a turning point for children, in part because 
publishers risked staking out the ground for children’s culture. Victorian book 
publishing exploded not only with a new energy but also with unfettered 
imagination. No book encapsulates this new freedom of imagination as well as 
Charles Dodgson’s self-publication, under the pseudonym of Lewis Carroll, of 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland in 1865. (Kline 1993: 96)   

Children’s books became accepted as being ‘important’, though, also because of ‘the 

relationship between the expansion of production and the emergence of “publishing”, as 

an activity largely separate from “bookselling”’ (Darton 1982: 316-7). Early publishers 

like Newbery were constrained by the fact that they developed their children’s lists ‘only 

                                                           
38 When ‘three young men entered into partnership as publishers and booksellers in Glasgow. 
Their names were John Blackie, Archibald Fullarton and William Somerville.’ (Blackie and Son 
1809-1959: A Short History of the Firm 1957: 1)  
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as part of their general trade activity and they did it on the small scale of men working 

within the restraints of hand-printing’ (Darton 1982: 317). The Industrial Revolution 

ushered in mechanical printing and improved transport which led to increases in 

publishing output and distribution. With these fertile conditions, the sales force became 

significant, and ‘commercial success for “publishers” would lie in their concentration on 

production and “marketing” rather than in running retail establishments’ (Darton 1982: 

317). (Significantly, this factor found its antithesis in Australia where the 

bookseller/publisher tradition lasted until well into the twentieth century and thus greatly 

inhibited publishing growth.) So, inspired by these changes, booksellers such as 

Longmans 39, Murray, and Rivington began to ‘redefine themselves as “publishers” and 

the British book-trade took on the character it preserved until the arrival of another “new 

technology” at the end of the twentieth century’ (Darton 1982: 320).  

 
Longmans, in common with other leading publishers, extended their provincial 
trade. Church schools provided a ready demand for books of “improvement”… 
[and by mid-nineteenth century] 2600 new books were published each year. 
(Wallis 1974: 65-66)  

 

These family-owned, ‘gentlemanly’ publishing firms included Macmillan, founded by 

Daniel and Alexander Macmillan in London in 1843 (Dessauer 1981: 31), which had one 

of its earliest commercial successes with Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland (1865) which sold ‘over forty-five thousand copies within ten years’ (Kline 

1993: 96) indicating that the recognition of children’s needs could provide a ready 

market. Others were George Routledge (1812-1888) who later published Greenaway 

and Caldecott, printed by Evans, and who in 1843, ‘published the first of his toy-book 

series and his reprints of classics’ (Darton 1982: 320); and Frederick Warne (1825-

1901)  who was, famously, the publisher of Beatrix Potter (1866-1943) 40  

                                                           
39 Founded in 1724. 
40 Warne was in partnership with his brother-in-law, George Routledge, from 1851 and 
established his own business in 1865, publishing toy books printed by Evans; he later bought the 
Routledge list from Routledge’s sons. George Bell who became the publisher of Mrs Gatty’s Aunt 
Judy’s Magazine in 1866 (Clark, Hunt, 1996: 473), T. Fisher Unwin who established his ‘Colonial 
Library’ which became very influential in Australia, and Baldwin Junior were three other 
publishers. William Darton Senior (1755-1819) began a business in 1785, which changed its 
name over the next twenty years a number of times  (Carpenter 1984: 142) and he was 
succeeded by his son William Darton (1799-1854) who had taken up publishing in 1804 until 
1928, ‘when the business was sold, though the imprint continued to be used for about 30 years 
more’ (Goodfellow 1997: 113).  
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and others. 41 Potter, like other early publishers and authors, pre-empted her works’ 

later commercialization (Mackey 1998a: xvi, 104).  

 
The marketing strategy behind Peter Rabbit’s success was formulated by Potter 
herself. Deborah Hooper, marketing director for Frederick Warne in the UK, says 
that Potter was involved in every aspect of publishing the books. Her 
development of related merchandise was simply an extension of that interest.  
 
“She was extremely pioneering,” says Hooper. “Peter Rabbit must be one of the 
oldest licensed characters and certainly is one of the few that was going at the 
beginning of the century that is still going now.” “Among the merchandise Potter 
developed were a Peter Rabbit doll, a board game, slippers and wallpaper.”  
(Bodin 1993b)  

 

Although, as Mackey points out, Potter’s commercial instincts were coupled with ‘strong 

feelings about the need to have her merchandise made in Britain, and to have the prices 

of her products kept at a level which children could afford’ (Mackey 1998a: 105).   Her 

successes showed that children could provide a lucrative avenue to access parents’ 

spending power which publishers readily took advantage of. Two other companies 

which would be influential in Australia were Ward Lock and Cassell. The House of Ward 

Lock was founded in 1854 and quickly expanded acquiring W. Tegg and Company 

booksellers in 1881, a sale which included ‘a fresh accession of “household” literature 

as well as “Peter Parley’s” books for boys, Clarke’s Commentary, and many other 

notable volumes’ (Liveing 1959: 55). The House of Cassell – founded by John Cassell 

(1817-1865) who expanded from his early newspapers, magazines and temperance 

newsletters into publishing between 1852-4 – included among its publications Mary 

Howitt’s Illustrated Library for the Young (Nowell-Smith 1958: 37), The Child’s Educator 

from 1855 (Nowell-Smith 1958: 48) and popular adult works which children would later 

embrace such as R.L. Stevenson’s Treasure Island (1883) and Kidnapped (1886), and 

Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines (1885). By 1895 the firm’s advertisements 

included Chums, Bo-Peep and Little Folks. Publishers such as these two, in this 

ebullient atmosphere, began to  

 
develop special lines of business – an economic determinant of incalculable 
influence on the development of English children’s literature. For not only did 
firms see the…potential of a children’s list, but the competition engendered by 

                                                           
41 Collins, founded in 1789, William Heinemann founded in 1887, and Methuen founded in 1889 
by Algernon Stedman were all forces in children’s publishing until the latter part of the 
20th century, although publishers such as John Murray and Eyre and Spottiswoode didn’t last 
nearly so long.  
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specialist publishing for children also encouraged a variety of talents. There was 
hospitality for every kind of work, from the derivative to the experimental in both 
writing and illustration. (Darton 1982: 320)  

 
This versatile children’s book trade enjoyed  

 
stable political conditions, the spread of literacy, the rise of the respectable 
middle class and the growing domesticity of its life...combining with a new view 
of childhood to make the production of books for children an economic and 
psychological possibility. (Townsend, Hunt 1996: 677)  

 

Children’s book criticism also grew to lend legitimacy to the industry’s rapidly escalating 

recognition. Darton dates this to Mrs Sarah Trimmer’s (1741-1810) early nineteenth-

century ‘warnings’ against excessive fancifulness in The Guardian of Education 

(1802-6) but traces its real origins to the considered essays published by Charlotte 

Yonge (1823-1901) in Macmillans Magazine in 1869 (Darton 1982: 325). Her book What 

Books to Lend and What Books to Give (1887) was typical in surveying books ‘with an 

eye to their suitability for parish and Sunday School use’ (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 

447) and was matched in the US by Caroline Hewin’s Books for the Young (1882). 

These were the beginnings of a protective, conservative, often divisive adult criticism 

which has contributed to the exponential growth of the children’s market.   

 
Meanwhile, middle and upper-class children not only read work for juveniles, but also 

commandeered their parents’ books; many children’s classics were not intended as 

such, for example, Daniel Defoe’s The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures of 

Robinson Crusoe (1719) and Lemuel Gulliver’s (Jonathan Swift’s) Travels into Several 

Remote Nations of the World (Gulliver’s Travels) (1726), but children made them their 

own. The former spawned an entire genre – the adventure story in which a character is 

stranded – known as a ‘Robinsonnade’ in such later classics as R.M. Ballantine’s Coral 

Island (1857), pastor Johann David Wyss’s (1743-1818) Swiss Family Robinson 

(1812-3) and Captain Marryat’s The Children of the New Forest (1847). They reflected 

an age of imperialism and exploration and many ultimately popular in early Australia 

contained elements of this genre. Jules Verne’s adventures, for example, became 

identified with children because they were serialized in the BOP. The children’s trade 

was also fuelled by family stories such as the Heidi books by Johanna Spyri 

(1827-1901) and E. Nesbit’s The Treasure Seekers (1899). School stories were another 

popular genre with Talbot Baines Reed’s St Dominic’s series, Thomas Hughes’ Tom 
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Brown’s Schooldays (1857) and Rudyard Kipling’s Stalky & Co (1899). Publishers, in the 

guise of offering children wholesome, improving literature, were amassing a 

considerable market and were set to expand even further.   

 
In the US, children’s books with a moral imperative also reigned supreme until the 

nineteenth century when Newbery’s books began to be published in ‘pirated editions’ 

and Samuel G. Goodrich’s many Peter Parley books made their light-hearted 

appearance with Peter Parley’s Tales of America (1827) eventually ‘selling a total of 

seven million copies by the time of the Civil War in 1860’ (Epstein, Hunt 1996: 478). 

McLoughlin’s were the ‘earliest publishers devoted to children’s books, founded in 1828’ 

(Tebbel 1987: 298) and ‘W. & S.B. Ives of Salem, Massachusetts began in 1830 and 

their products were eventually absorbed by George S. Parker in 1887. They are listed 

as the first American publishers and produced board games and card games…’ 

(Goodfellow 1997: 119). In 1868 Daniel Lothrop began publishing with one classic 

success being The Five Little Peppers and How They Grew (1880) by Margaret Sydney; 

and Appleton discovered Joel Chandler Harris’s Uncle Remus: His Songs and Sayings 

(1880). What Katy Did (1872) by Susan Coolidge (1835-1905) was edited by the person 

who discovered Louisa Alcott’s Little Women (1868) which was, interestingly,  

 
begun at the suggestion of a publisher’s editor, Thomas Niles of Roberts 
Brothers in Boston, Mass. Louisa Alcott wrote in her journal: “May, 1868. Father 
saw Mr Niles about a fairy book. Mr N. wants a girls’ story, and I begin ‘Little 
Women’. Marmee, Anna, and May [her mother and surviving sisters] all approve 
of my plan. So I plod away, though I don’t enjoy this sort of thing. Never liked 
girls or knew many, except my sisters; but our queer plays and experiences may 
prove interesting”. (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 321)  

 

Such ambivalent attitudes to writing for children are typical amongst authors often forced 

to write for this lucrative market by their publishers. Similarly, the few Australian authors 

who were widely popular such as Ethel Turner (1872-1958), were powerless to resist 

these forces, a fact which was coupled with their ambitions to be published, no matter 

what the audience. The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876) and Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn (1884) by Mark Twain, pseudonym for Samuel Langhorne Clemens 

(1835-1910), were two further US classics which helped to legitimate the market. But 

Britain and other European countries still supplied most of the literature in the US. ‘Not 

until 1894, in fact, did the number of domestic juvenile titles exceed those coming from 

European sources when the totals reached 370 and 297 respectively’ (Epstein, Hunt 
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1996: 479) and the US market began to open up, as the century turned, to become the 

force it is today.  

 

The Development of Overseas Markets 

  
Those UK companies’ successes were derived (like the religious distributors and 

publishers of reward books) from their exploitation of overseas markets. Several, such 

as Ward Lock and Co., The House of Cassell, Nelson, Hodder & Stoughton, The House 

of Collins, Macmillan, and Oxford University Press became heavily reliant on Australian 

sales, a fact supported by the trade regulations then being set in place, in order to 

protect UK ‘territories’. The Net Book Agreement came into being on 1 January 1900, 

enforced by the newly-established Associated Booksellers of Great Britain (1895) and 

Publishers Association (1896), requiring that booksellers must not sell books at below 

their published price. 42  

 
By tradition, the market for books in the English language was, until the 1970s, 
divided between those parts of the world that once made up the British Empire, 
and the USA and its dependencies… Other parts of the world, notably Europe, 
were regarded as ‘open market’, where both editions could compete… [T]he 
inevitable diminution of the export market, where at one time at least half an 
edition of a children’s book might be sold…has meant that publishers have had 
to look for other ways to sell their lists. (Clark, Hunt 1996: 474)  

 

Many continued well into the twentieth century to view their overseas sales as crucial 

contributors to their profit margins, thus inhibiting Australian publishing growth 43 so, 

while Australia was struggling to become a nation, the publication of children’s books in 

Britain and the US had settled into a comfortable ‘class’ of its own made up of religious, 

popular, educational and traditional literature. The nineteenth-century child was 

regarded ‘more and more as an investment for the future and the measuring stick of the 

moral and ethical qualities of a particular family and society’ (Zipes 2001: 158). The 

vexed use of the terms ‘literary and popular’ to describe children’s books had also 

arisen creating a divide which has stymied assessment of publishing enterprises to the 

present day. 

 
                                                           
42 It was revised in 1957, abandoned in Australia in 1972 and in the UK only in 1995. 
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The Golden Age and Beyond – Twentieth-Century Development of a Children’s 

Literature Establishment 
   

The early twentieth century ushered in one of the most prosperous periods of children’s 

literature production, though events in the US began to overtake those in the UK, and as 

ever, these conditions were a mixture of commercial and cultural imperatives. The 

notion of forming a Children’s Book Council was first discussed in 1912 when the Boy 

Scouts of America decided to place greater emphasis on reading, and the Chief Scout 

Librarian, Franklin K. Mathiews, spoke at the ABA convention on ‘Books as 

Merchandise or Something More’ calling for better literature, resulting in a Boy Scouts 

Library of recommended books, being produced by Grosset & Dunlap (Tebbel 1978: 

267). The publishers must have wrung their hands with glee to have acquired such a 

captive market! After the hiatus created by World War One, demand for juvenile 

literature began to create new publishing conditions and impetus for a national US 

promotional body grew. ‘Some critics and historians believe that the entire three 

decades from 1920 to 1950 was a golden age for  children’s books’ (Tebbel 1978: 298) 

driven as much by financial gain as it was by philanthropy.  

 

Oxford University Press’s entry into children’s publishing, for example, stemmed from a 

decision to establish ‘remunerative departments’, made towards the end of the 

nineteenth century by business manager, Henry Frowde (Eyre 1978: 107). From a 

tentative foray with ‘classics’ and school-prize editions it began children’s book 

publishing ‘proper’ when Frowde’s successor, Sir Humphrey Milford, joined with Hodder 

& Stoughton in 1906 to establish a ‘new children’s book department’ (Eyre 1978: 107). 

This ‘joint’ department thrived because of the skills of Charles James L’Estrange (1867-

1947), responsible for story books, and George Herbert Ely (1866-1958), for educational 

books. In 1914 Hodder allowed Oxford University Press (OUP) to take over its half-

share and it became the Oxford “J” (joint) department (Eyre 1978b: 108). Both editors 

also wrote under the pen names ‘Herbert Strang’ and ‘Mrs Strang’, and Eyre suggests 

that many books published under that surname, were written by other writers too. These 

‘enormously shrewd and far-sighted businessmen’ (Eyre 1978b: 108) at OUP were 

responsible for several innovative practices – one was the use of ‘so-called 
                                                                                                                                                                            
43 The debate over the efficacy of overseas intervention and control has continued and Australia 
has seen significant changes. There was, for example, in 2002-3, a debate about Parallel 
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“featherweight” paper in the “Bumper” books; the bulky look of these volumes resulted 

from the practice of the paper being ‘artificially thickened by its retention of air’ (Eyre 

1978b: 108). Their many novelty books involved cunning cutting of paper and boards 

into the shape of ‘eggs, rabbits, Punch and Judy shows’ and they re-used the ‘same 

blocks over and over again’ (Eyre 1978b: 108) to illustrate different books. 44 However, 

though such companies began to publish profitably and prolifically throughout the 

Commonwealth ‘dominions’, there was not the same structural growth of UK children’s 

publishing as there was in the US. For example, in 1928 when OUP started a children’s 

list proper, despite ‘L’Estrange’s and Ely’s successes, the first editor, Winifred Howard, 

observed, “Some thought it beneath the dignity of OUP to deal with anything so trivial as 

children’s books! Also they said it would spoil the sale of our other books”’ (Marcus 

1997b) revealing that the potential for a children’s list to support and perhaps surpass 

the profitability of an adult list was not fully recognized.  

 

And so the US children’s literature establishment became institutionalized much earlier, 

with 1919 a watershed year in its ‘professionalization’:  

 
A promotion known as Children’s Book Week was launched by Frederick 
Melcher, editor of the trade magazine, Publisher’s Weekly, and Franklin 
Mathiews, librarian of the Boy Scouts of America; children’s librarian Anne 
Carroll Moore of the New York Public Library started the first full year of her 
children’s book review page in the Bookman magazine; Louise Seaman (later 
Bechtel) became the first children’s editor at Macmillan. (Epstein, Hunt 1996: 
479)  

 

The influential Anne Carroll Moore (1871-1961), together with her colleagues, the soon-

to-be-appointed children’s editors (listed below), developed the picture book, and those 

who worked as early children’s librarians (such as Frances Sayers and Augusta Baker) 

helped to stimulate publishing growth. Moore encouraged publishers to appoint 

children’s editors, an early evidence of the role librarians would play in children’s 

publishing growth which ‘developed in utero as a twin venture with children’s 

librarianship’ (Hearne 1996). Though such staffing wasn’t immediately reflected in sales, 

publishers acknowledged that it was a ‘good thing’ and gradually this caused them to 

include ‘specialists’ in their company structures and to strive to produce ‘better books’ 
                                                                                                                                                                            
Importation legislation waged. See Chapter 8 for details.  
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for this demanding institutional market (Tebbel 1978: 268). Further consolidation 

appeared with the establishment of The Horn Book Magazine in 1924, and the 

appointment of other children’s editors’, ‘the second, May Massee at Doubleday Doran 

in 1922…Virginia Kirkus at Harper Brothers in 1926 and Elizabeth Bevier (later 

Hamilton) at Harcourt, Brace, in 1928’ (Epstein, Hunt 1996: 480).  

 

By 1926 the trend was in full swing – Macmillan, Doubleday, Stokes, Harcourt, 
Longmans, Dutton and Harper had committed themselves fully, others were 
experimenting, and Alfred Knopf...put the borzoi imprint on the products of a new 
children’s book department... (Tebbel 1987: 297)  

 

Some of its earliest titles were Walter de la Mare’s poetry, later to be much-loved. 

Knopf’s editors astutely produced both quality and commercial texts, recognizing that 

‘fresh selling outlets were opening up’, and Harper for instance produced a Harper 

Library of Boys (and another for girls) made up in sets of ten…boxed in attractive 

cartons. The Happy Hour Books were released in 1927 by Macmillan (and 

commissioned by Seaman) joining the Children’s Classics series; Platt & Munk 
produced the hugely successful The Little Engine that Could (1925) with sales of over a 

million (Tebbel 1978: 271); McLoughlin Bros were the first American firm to use colour 

(Tebbel 1987: 298) and led the field in photo-engraving with toy books such as Jolly 

Jump-ups and its Sing-a-Song xylophone book (Tebbel 1987: 298) which sold 250,000 

copies. (Tebbel 1978: 271) The picture book too began to show its possibilities with 

classics such as Wanda Gag’s Millions of Cats (1928). In 1922 the Newbery Medal was 

established45 and for the next several decades this group of US women – Louise 

Seaman Bechtel (1894-1985), May Massee (1883-1966) and others – would dominate 

and influence the shape of future conceptions of children’s literature in ensuring that 

criticism, selection and purchasing of children’s literature was based on criteria firmly 

oriented to their views of what constituted worthwhile literature.  

 

Despite isolated successes, such as the 1924 publication of A.A. Milne’s When We Very 

Young, and the fact that children’s publishing had become an established and extensive 

business, post-1925 developments in the UK reflect the fact that   

                                                                                                                                                                            
44 By the time they retired in 1939, the list was a far more commercial one than anyone could 
have expected a university press to boast, but things began to change thereafter, as a result of 
both changes in personnel, and the intervention of war.  
45 Its equivalent in the UK, the Carnegie Medal, was not awarded until 1936. 
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the greater part of this business, apart from a few distinguished series of 
standard classics, was done by a handful of large firms who found their principal 
market in what was known as the “Sunday School reward” trade. The intense 
competition of these firms for such a stolidly conservative market tended to 
confine the books of the period to an almost rigid conformity. (Eyre 1971: 23)  

 

So, in contrast, the US industry was far more buoyant and diverse and ‘by 1931, 

children’s books accounted for 14.5 percent of all books manufactured and the largest 

proportion of them was the fifty-cent book’ (Tebbel 1987: 310). This pre-eminence might 

also be attributed to the US’s adoption of more modern business methods by the early 

twentieth century, when ‘the modern corporation emerged as the dominant institution’ 

with ‘[t]he twin engines of change in marketing – the concentration of production and 

population on the one hand and the imperatives of advancing technology on the other’ 

(Porter and Livesay 1971: 12). US publishers seemingly recognized the declining power 

of the merchant in a post-industrial society earlier than their British counterparts – who 

relied on these ‘middlemen’ – and altered their focus to meet change head-on.  

 

But the Great Depression affected everyone and US expansion was temporarily 

arrested with cutbacks in 1932 including May Massee being ‘let go’ at Doubleday but 

‘relocating soon after at Viking where she organized a new department’ (Eyre 1971: 

480). ‘Kirkus also left Harper when it merged its juvenile department into the general 

trade department’ (Eyre 1971: 480) to found the review for which she became famous 

(i.e. the Kirkus Review). Nevertheless, ‘fifteen children’s book departments remained in 

place and growth resumed shortly, with more companies deciding to compete in the 

juvenile market as trained personnel became available’ (Eyre 1971: 480). ‘By 1938, 

output of new children’s books had more than doubled since Seaman’s [Louise Seaman 

Bechtel’s] early days, reaching a total of 1,041 titles, and both reviewers and buyers 

were beginning to complain about overproduction’ (Eyre 1971: 480). Part of this growth 

was the discovery of picture books like Marjorie Flack’s The Story of Ping (1933) and 

Munro Leaf’s The Story of Ferdinand (1936), and ‘it was the artists as much as the 

writers who made the age of the twenties golden’ (Tebbel 1987: 299). Holiday House 

was created by Vernon Ives in 1935, the first house to be dedicated solely to children’s 

literature (Tebbel 1978: 483), and produced new things such as miniature books, and 

old favourites such as nursery rhymes and traditional fairy tales – output combining 

quality, innovation and the traditional – and succeeded because of that balance.  
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Other houses survived too by recognizing the demands of the mass market and by 

producing books such as the ‘fifty-cent’ series. The legendary Edward Stratemeyer 

(1862-1930) whose Stratemeyer Syndicate created the Hardy Boys series written under 

many pseudonyms, ‘helped to make series book publishing into a rationalized business 

in which books were produced like any other commodity’ (Watson 2001: 678). After his 

death, his company and his last creation Nancy Drew (written by his daughter Harriet, 

alias Carolyn Keene, until her death in 1982) continued. These cheap series ‘became 

national institutions, a part of the language and culture’ (Tebbel 1978: 482) and yet, 

responses to them indicate the emergent critical divisions in children’s books 

appreciation too. There were the ‘fact versus fantasy’ camps represented by Lucy 

Sprague Mitchell (1878-1967) of the Bank Street College of Education advocating for 

‘here and now books’ on one hand and Anne Carroll Moore supporting fantasy, on the 

other (Eyre 1971: 481). The protective notions associated with institutional buying of 

children’s literature were becoming powerful. When a survey of US children’s reading 

tastes attracted responses in which 98% listed Stratemeyer titles, he was described as 

the ‘fabulously prolific and – to librarians reviled – author of the Rover Boys and Dave 

Porter series and publisher of, among others, the Hardy Boys, Bobbsey Twins, Tom 

Swifties’ (Marcus 1997a). As a result, many awards thereafter studiously ignored series 

books, ‘in which they saw the application of Henry Ford-style mass production 

techniques to the writing of books of near-Dreiserian vulgarity’  (Marcus 1997a), an 

attitude which hurt the fortunes of literary series such as those of Laura Ingalls Wilder 

(1857-1967), beginning with Little House in the Big Woods (Harper, 1932). Such 

attitudes have continued to vex discussions of publishing output by implying a hierarchy 

of worthiness despite the fact that series have often demonstrated their positive benefits 

in enhancing readership as well as publishing profits, and despite the fact that many 

series have been recognised as works of literary quality.  

 

Another development in the US was the gradual recognition of the likely child appeal of 

the comic – beginning with the appearance of the first US comic book series by DC 

(Detective Comics) in 1937. Produced on cheap newsprint, they ‘were marketed so that 

children themselves could become the purchasers, using their allowance, savings or 

indispensable earnings’ (Kline 1993: 101), and they predated the recognition of the 

children’s consumer market which began after WWII. Their content also predated movie 
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culture in drawing heavily on classic and heroic themes which could be ‘mined’ for new 

material. Superman appeared in 1938 and ‘by 1952 had a monthly circulation of over 

1,400, 000’ (Kline 1993: 101). Comics, like ‘the emergence of children’s fiction from 

under the heavy rock of pedagogy of literacy and moral teaching’ (Kline 1993: 102) 

indicated how publishers might respond to children’s needs and thus re-define what was 

accepted as ‘cultural’ product. The comic marks ‘an important transition in this growing 

market because it not only broadened the base of children’s reading but also changed 

the face of children’s fiction’ (Kline 1993: 103). It made viable the notion of producing 

something children could purchase themselves and ‘also inspired a new set of literary 

formulas that could sustain a mass audience’ (Kline 1993: 103). 

 

WWII offered publishing challenges with severe paper and printing shortages inhibiting 

production, but also encouraging innovations, and stimulating mass market growth. 

Random House introduced Dr Seuss in 1937, with And to Think That I Saw It On 

Mulberry Street ‘selling 31,600 copies in six years’ (Epstein, Hunt 1996: 480). Penguin’s 

influential Puffin Books was launched in the UK in 1941, by Eleanor Graham (1896-

1984) and Noel Carrington, though Puffin faced resistance from the ‘establishment’ for 

‘[i]n spite of the popularity of Penguin, good children’s books were partially defined as 

hardbound books’ (Gritten 1991: 13). Eleanor Graham recalled later that: ‘Librarians, 

teachers and hardcover publishers were indignant at the thought of their best titles 

published as “a miserable series of paperbacks”’ (Graham 1973: 117). Puffins went on 

to achieve a reputation for quality and affordability. Another powerful editor, Ursula 

Nordstrom (1910-88), appointed at Harper in 1941, produced child-oriented classics 

such as Margaret Wise Brown’s Goodnight Moon (1947) and Harold and the Purple 

Crayon (1955) for the next thirty years. The year 1942 also saw the first dozen original 

Little Golden Books priced at 25 cents each; from a print run of 50,000, five months later 

‘the books were in their third printing’ (Goddard 1992: 28). They would revolutionize the 

mass marketing of children’s books, and ironically (in view of efforts to disparage them) 

they introduced some of the US’s premier artists to the genre.  

 
Originally a joint venture between the Artists and Writers Guild, a New York-
based subsidiary of the Western Printing and Lithographing Company in Racine, 
Wisc., and Simon & Schuster, the Little Golden Books represented a total 
redirection to thinking about publishing for children. (Goddard 1992: 28) 
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They ‘were the first books designed to be owned and cherished by children rather than 

borrowed by their parents’ (Goddard 1992: 28) for each is prefaced by a bookplate 

stating that ‘This Little Golden Book belongs to…’.  

 

In 1945 the Children’s Book Council was formed by US publishers to create ‘a centre for 

cooperative projects benefiting the whole industry’ (Epstein, Hunt 1996: 481) by which 

time there were some thirty editors responsible for children’s books. The WWII period 

had brought seminal developments in the US, and the industry was poised on the brink 

of change. 

 

Post-WWII Trends 
 

The post-WWII climate is distinguished by five trends:  

 

• new internationalism;  

• enduring conservatism;  

• growth of a children’s literature establishment;  

• children as a consumer market; and  

• growth of the mass market and technology.  

 

WWII generated international cooperation and universal concern for the rights of the 

child – which were expressed by the establishment of UNICEF in 1946, the International 

Youth Library in Munich by Jella Leppman in 1949, followed in 1953 by the International 

Board on Books for Young People (IBBY) in Zurich, Switzerland. In the US, editors such 

as Margaret K. McElderry, ‘who succeeded Elizabeth Hamilton at Harcourt in 1946’ 

(Epstein, Hunt 1996: 481), began to publish translated European and Japanese works 

causing an exciting exchange of cultural ideas to imbue children’s literature publishing, 

enhanced by the fact that new research and archival facilities were being dedicated to it. 

French Critic Paul Hazard (1878-1944) published Books, Children and Men (1944), ‘an 

influential analysis of children’s reading in its psychological and philosophical context 

from an historical and comparative viewpoint’ (Watson 2001: 327).  

 

But in the UK and Australia, expansion was due, too, for  
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in Britain there was not a single specialist publisher for children…specialist 
children’s editors were just emerging; periodicals and newspapers rarely covered 
children’s books; and no organization was concerned specifically with promoting 
children’s literature and its dissemination. (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 22)  

 

Only Eleanor Graham (1896-1984), and Marni Hodgkin46 with Frank Eyre (1910-1988) 

at OUP (until his departure to head their Australian branch in 1949) were battling 

against the odds to develop UK lists in more creative ways. Paper shortages changed 

production patterns, since many copies of classics were destroyed in bombing raids and 

paper for new titles was rationed, a dilemma confronted by publishers using their 

‘commercial sense’ to allocate what resources there were to authors who had always 

sold best. ‘This meant that tried and tested conservative writers such as Crompton, 

Blyton and Johns took up a disproportionate percentage of children’s book sales up to 

and after 1945’ (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 2), as they did in Australia as well. 

 

Post-WWII conservatism in the UK and Australian industries flourished. ‘Wartime 

shortages of most consumer products and the closed frontiers had a favourable effect 

on the sale of books’ (Gedin 1975: 81). This growth included some curiously regressive 

forces for, ‘the war had also preserved bourgeois society – social change came to a 

standstill for the duration’ (Gedin 1975: 81) and ‘enduring conservatism’ was 

encouraged by ‘British war-time propaganda (which) had concentrated on celebrating 

shared values dating from the past rather than looking to the future’ (Reynolds and 

Tucker 1998: 1), an attitude shared by Robert Menzies’ Australia too. Thus, Australian 

school stories often featured British boarding schools, and rarely, Australian state-based 

institutions; fantasies imagined muddleheaded professors and other scatterbrained 

adults; and children were fantasized as characters like A.A. Milne’s Christopher Robin 

from Winnie-the-Pooh (1936), whose popularity in post-war British territories assumed 

dizzy new heights. Children’s literature promoted patently inaccurate notions of 

classlessness, increasingly ‘talked down’ to their readers, and was decreasingly of 

interest to adults as a result. The ‘ideal of home’ was enhanced by post-war child-

rearing practices which promoted mothers staying at home (despite the radical war-time 

increase of women in the work force) creating an even more separate and potentially-

lucrative market (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 6-8), heralding a boom, particularly in the 

educational sectors. Children were recognized as a consumer market and became 
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targets for manufacturers, including book publishers. In Australia, these so-called ‘baby 

boomers’ were born to parents who because of cultural changes and new theories of 

childhood, had aspirations for them to receive more educational advantages – a notion 

which ‘coincided with a vision of the best literature as serving an educated elite among 

children’ (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 11). One of the key changes since then is that 

today’s editors are more likely to include ‘popular’ and ‘literary’ works in the same list 

than they were when Eleanor Graham (1896-1984) and Barbara Ker Wilson (1929-) 

were starting their careers in the 1940s and 1950s. They both, for example, decried 

Blyton as being ‘beneath’ their lists at Puffin and Bodley Head respectively, and Ker 

Wilson tells the amusing story of how she sold the Blyton titles to Collins when she took 

a position at Bodley Head in 1956 because they didn’t suit her publishing aspirations 

(Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 11). Ironically, she later worked for Collins, where she 

found the ‘despised’ titles in her backlist again!  

 
UK publishers began to establish separate children’s departments, contributing to their 

being marginalized even further (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 23) and their influential 

editors 47 began to professionalize the industry from the 1940s-1950s, like those in the 

US, setting a pattern well before those who began to work in the Australian industry in 

the 1960s and 1970s.  

 
By the 1950s, children’s publishing had become a more institutionally secure and 
substantial enterprise than it had been 30 years earlier… It continued to be a 
sisterhood of well-educated professional women who enjoyed editorial 
autonomy, a well-bred spirit of competition among themselves and a highly 
profitable relationship with their librarian sisters whose business accounted for 
as much as 80% of their departments’ sales…hats, white gloves and an 
overarching self-confidence about the nature and success of their mission 
remained the rule. (Marcus 1997b) 
 

 

The response of this ‘establishment’ to comic book successes evinces growing 

distinctions between children’s mass and literary product. By 1950 there were 300 comic 

series available and ‘comic books established themselves as the most important 

medium of direct communication with children’ (Kline 1993: 102). However, ‘the social 
                                                                                                                                                                            
46 She was trained by May Massee and moved to the UK to edit the Hart-Davis and Macmillan 
lists. 
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critics of the 1950s saw in the homogenizing, levelling and simplifying necessities of the 

mass market a force that could undermine the literary quality established by the book 

trade’ (Kline 1993:103) and attempted to ‘restrain’ the industry – a  precursor to similar 

debates regarding other forms of ‘mass’ media which were to escalate in later decades, 

highlighting a new dilemma for the adult ‘protector’ of children’s cultural diets for, ‘to 

criticize the comic meant denying children’s sense of choice, denying their wants and 

their literary tastes. Comics therefore symbolized the intrusion of the consumer-

sovereignty dilemma into the realm of children’s culture’ (Kline 1993: 103).  

 

This recognition of children’s tastes was to become increasingly contentious as the 

mass market broadened and infringed on the ‘literary’ marketplace even more 

powerfully when other forms of media began to appear. The significant arrival of 

children’s television in the 1940s in the US, and in 1950 in the UK with the BBC’s new 

children’s production unit, began to further highlight the tensions between the production 

of children’s commercial and cultural products already exhibited earlier in criticisms of 

radio, film and comics. As Rosen points out, ‘the problems of the relation of reading to 

other media has a history virtually as long as there have been films to see, radio 

programmes to listen to and television to watch’ (Rosen, Hunt 1996: 533). He traces a 

history recording that: 

 
L. Frank Baum was making silent films of his book The Wonderful Wizard of Oz 
(1900) in the early 1900s. In Britain, radio programmes aimed at children were 
broadcast virtually from the inception of public broadcasting (from 1922 until 
1964 and fitfully since). On television, in both America and Britain, children’s 
programmes appeared at the start of full nationwide service. In fact, it was a 
Mickey Mouse cartoon that was stopped in midstream when the British 
television service closed down for the war in September 1939 and the same 
cartoon re-opened the service in June 1946. (Rosen, Hunt 1996: 531)  

 

Walt Disney (1901-1966) produced a short cartoon of Alice’s Wonderland in 1923, 

Mickey Mouse in 1928, Donald Duck in 1934 (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 156), and 

offered his first full-length adaptation of classic material in 1937 with Snow White and 

the Seven Dwarfs, and Mary Poppins in 1964, and personally produced his last feature 

The Jungle Book in 1966, just prior to his death. Disney grew in influence and spawned 

an industry of cartoon, animated features and family movies. Ardent critic Frances 
                                                                                                                                                                            
47 Such as Judy Taylor at Bodley Head, Robin Denniston at Collins, Frank Eyre (1910-88) at 
OUP Australia, Grace Hogarth at Constable Books, Eleanor Graham and Margaret Clark at 
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Sayers damned his ‘scant respect for the integrity of the original creations of authors, 

manipulating and vulgarizing everything for his own ends’ (Sayers, Haviland 1973: 116) 

and accused him of being ‘basically interested in the market. He sees this all as a 

means of reaching a wider audience’ (Sayers, Haviland 1973: 119). But Hearne refuted 

her:  

 
Although there’s no question that private commerce manipulates public will, 
public will also shapes private commerce, and both are shaped by social forces 
that influence the creation of, and response to Disney’s films. Disney and 
company have given society not only what it will pay for, but also what it wants… 
Disney modifications originate from accurate readings of our culture. He got the 
address right. This is where we live. (Hearne 1997: 141,144-5)  

 

Disney made The Mickey Mouse Club (1955-9) and later Disney’s Wonderful World of 

Colour (1959-81) essential viewing for young people. ‘On commercial television, much 

of children’s programming in the 1960s and 70s appeared in the form of cartoons with 

advertisements aimed at children’ (Watson 2001: 697) and included Hanna-Barbera’s 

The Flintstones (1960-6), Jay Ward’s The Bullwinkle Show (1961-73) and Scooby-Do 

(1969-72). Cultural challenges represented by mass market publishing should be seen 

in the context of similar challenges to television, and later videos, which have continued 

to teeter between attempts to legislate content and restrict access, and a willingness to 

recognize the legitimacy of market demands. As Rosen comments, clearly, it is hard to 

disentangle a series of quite different concerns here: moral, aesthetic, educational, 

developmental, political, among others, in which  

 
the totality of reading is counterpoised to the totality of (usually) television but 
also “video nasties” and rock music. Children are often seen as fairly helpless 
and passive receivers in the midst of the cacophony unless they have been 
weaned off it by reading. (Rosen, Hunt 1996: 532)    

  
Despite this conflict between conservatism and mass market thinking, there was an 

enormous boost to US educational sales as publishers began to produce for the 

burgeoning institutional market with influential non-fiction such as Random House’s 

Landmark series and Franklin Watts First Book series (Epstein, Hunt 1996: 481). The 

publication in 1952 of E.B. White’s Charlotte’s Web and Ruth Krauss’s A Hole is to Dig, 

illustrated by the now-legendary Maurice Sendak, heralded the quality of things to come 

in fiction and picture books. And the 1957 launch of the Sputnik prompted the US to 

                                                                                                                                                                            
Puffin, Mabel George at OUP, and others.  
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respond with the 1958 National Defense Education Act offering federal funds for schools 

which in turn spawned a lot of non-fiction publishing (Epstein, Hunt 1996: 481). Harper 

and Row recognized parents’ concerns about literacy and launched their Can Read 

series in 1957, just as Random House produced its Beginner Books which were 

conceived by Theodore S. Geisel (Dr Seuss) with The Cat in the Hat. These latter were 

designed to make learning reading via a ‘controlled vocabulary’ an entertaining 

experience, ‘by capturing the child’s attention with hilarious and occasionally sadistic 

artwork’ (Wintle and Fisher 1974: 113), and were created by an artist who not only wrote 

educational texts but knew the value of making them appealing as well. His involvement 

extended to the commercial aspects of their production, too, since he was also 

President of the Beginner Books division of Random House which published them. 

(Wintle and Fisher 1974: 113) The decade ended with a major recognition of the 

increasing interest in children as a social entity with the 1959 Declaration of the Rights 

of the Child adopted by the UN General Assembly, which defined children’s rights to 

protection, health care, shelter and good nutrition.  

 

The 1960s was a ‘boom’ time in the US, UK and Australia with new government 

spending on libraries which enlarged book budgets and caused a proliferation of 

publishers’ lists. Thus, UK ‘children’s librarians became an important force for publishers 

to bear in mind’ (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 13) and their concerns regarding the 

essentially white middle-class bias in the literature available would bring about content 

changes in ensuing years. In the US in 1965 the passing of the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act created school demands for which publishers were not 

prepared. ‘If a publisher did not have a children’s book department, it tried to organize 

one now and share in what seemed an unlimited market’ (Epstein, Hunt 1996: 482). 

Children’s literature began to achieve worldwide recognition with Virginia Haviland 

becoming ‘the first specialist in children’s literature at the Library of Congress’ 

(Vandergrift 1996: 25) and British writers and critics like John Rowe Townsend (1922-) 

producing influential works such as Written for Children (1965) and A Sense of Story 

(1971), and Aidan Chambers’ The Reluctant Reader (1969). UK children’s publishing 

was flourishing, too, though the two industries were still very different. Grace Hogarth at 

Constable, Mabel George at OUP, Eleanor Graham and Kaye Webb at Puffin, Judy 

Taylor, Margaret Clark and Jill Black at Bodley Head, and Tom Maschler at Cape, 

began to achieve new things for children’s books.  
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Recognising their business value, publishers in all countries have hastened to 
take advantage of the boom, and not a week passes without yet another 
publishing house issuing two or three tentative “juveniles” and proclaiming the 
foundation of its children’s list. (Hogarth and Macrae 1962: 8)  

 

In the UK, Kaye Webb (1914-1996) made Penguin’s Puffin list enormously successful 

and accessible to children, and sales increased three-fold between 1963 and 1968. She 

also founded the Puffin Club which by 1972 had 50,000 members (Watson 2001: 583). 

After receiving her Children’s Book Circle Eleanor Farjeon Award for 1969, for services 

to children’s literature, she astutely explained that: ‘It takes a long time for books to 

reach children. Books have to go through five lots of adults… The whole point of the 

club…was to cut out one or two sets of grown-ups’ (Clare 1970: 11). The appearance of 

Ladybird Books in 1964 also hinted at future series publishing and at how important 

format would become, despite the purists who criticized them for their ‘smooth suburban 

background’ (Carpenter and Prichard 1984: 300). Similarly, Paul Hamlyn wanted to 

broaden the market,  

 
certain that customers were reluctant to visit traditional bookshops and that the 
books themselves were not attractive enough. He produced a number of 
relatively cheap books with colour illustrations, sold not only through bookshops, 
but also through national British outlets such as Boots the Chemist. (Watson 
2001: 582) 

 

Another innovation was the introduction of trade paperbacks with the Dell Laurel Leaf 

Library first in 1962, and Dell Yearling beginning in 1967. Their availability was to 

change the pattern of institutional purchasing and increase future trade sales, which 

would provide a ready and profitable market for companies like Scholastic and Penguin 

in Australia. Book club growth began to escalate, as a result of the wider availability of 

paperbacks, and this too would affect the trade. Before the mid-1960s, which were 

described as ‘that cataclysmic time’ (Heins 1986: 75), and 

 
especially just before and after midcentury, Paul Hazard and Walter de la Mare 
had been the patron saints of children’s literature, and their spirits hovered over 
much of the writing about the subject. Not only had they given children’s books a 
status, but they had glorified them and set the standards for their creation…the 
emphasis remained on traditional good taste and literary quality. (Heins 1986: 
75)  
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However, ‘the white gloves came off during the 1960s. Editors who had taken for 

granted their role as protectors of childhood realized that they themselves held too 

sheltered a view of American society’ (Marcus 1997b). Reality impinged. Disadvantaged 

schools demanded that literature reflect a range of economic and social backgrounds, 

resulting in more realistic fiction and in the problem-orientation of the young adult 

market. John Rowe Townsend’s Gumble’s Yard (1961) dealt with poverty and social 

problems; Alan Garner’s The Owl Service (1967) mixed fantasy, folk lore and realism 

while describing a disturbing world of sexuality, violence and adolescent uncertainty. In 

the picture book domain, there were similar changes  

 
in children’s books that perfectly suited the post-Freudian, post-Hiroshima, post-
Father Knows Best ‘60s. It was sheer coincidence, of course, but a telling 
juxtaposition nonetheless that Where the Wild Things Are (1963) was published 
within weeks of the assassination of President Kennedy. Sendak’s triumph was a 
turbulent book for turbulent times.’ (Marcus 1997b)  

 

Hot on the heels of Where the Wild Things Are came Josephine Kamm’s Young Mother 

(1965) about a teenage mother, S.E. Hinton’s The Outsiders (1967) about gang warfare 

written by a teenager, and Louise Fitzhugh’s Harriet the Spy (1974) which discussed 

adults drinking and sending their kids to therapists, and Judy Blume’s Forever (1975) 

about teenage sex. Paul Zindel’s (1936-2003) works were further evidence that 

teenagers would be demanding a new kind of literature. Trends such as feminism and 

multiculturalism and a  

 
consciousness of a widening children’s market made up of individuals coming 
from very different backgrounds finally destroyed the former, unitary image of the 
child reader as essentially white, middle-class and privately educated. (Reynolds 
and Tucker 14)  

 

Publishers such as Susan Hirschman who had trained with Ursula Nordstrom at Harper 

since 1955, and took over at Macmillan in 1965, began to publish for the neglected, 

burgeoning preschool market, reflecting a recognition of the children’s market’s potential 

to consist of several ‘niches’, another factor which eventually led to further expansion of 

juvenile publishing. US writer Eric Carle’s (1929-) classic, The Very Hungry Caterpillar 

(1968), and John Burningham’s (1936-) Mr Gumpy’s Outing (1970), were two ground-

breaking texts which were to spawn a new industry directed at the pre-school market. 

Pioneering UK publisher Julia Macrae (who had left Australia in 1960) established her 

own list with several houses, and discovered and nurtured such ‘subversive’ talents as 
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Raymond Briggs (1934-), Anthony Browne(1946-) and others. Jim Henson’s Sesame 

Street appeared on US television in 1969, heralding further children’s media growth. 

 

In the 1960s, children’s publishers grappled with the issue of making a profit by 

advancing their overseas sales via two strategies: with expensive picture book 

publishing, ‘co-editions’ were sought as a way of lowering costs, and deals to sell both 

overseas rights and to ‘license’ other forms of publication were struck at the 

International Bologna Book Fair which began in 1963. These would become crucial in 

the later marketing of the ‘international’ book, and its licenses, which would reach its full 

potential in the 1990s.  

 

In the 1970s these trends continued with magazines such as Signal (1970-), Cricket 

(1973-), Children’s Literature Association Quarterly (1974-)and Children’s Literature in 

Education (1970-) being established, influential new talents being discovered, and 

critical works such as Margaret Meek’s The Cool Web (1977) legitimatizing the growing 

market. However, the decline of US federal funding in the face of economic depression 

caused some levelling, and ‘the boom of the Great Society turned into a bust’ (Epstein, 

Hunt 1996: 482). Many older ‘family-owned’ US companies began to see a ‘changing of 

the guard’. William Jovanovich at Harcourt, Brace and Company fired Margaret 

McElderry in 1971 after 26 years,  

 
without a clue to the professional or financial nuances of children’s book 
publishing. However, she was offered the roles of consulting editor at Atheneum 
and Director of Margaret L. McElderry Books – the first children’s book editor 
ever to have her own imprint. (Hearne 1996)  

 

Funding cutbacks led to problems for publishers with large children’s departments, and 

sales patterns began to demand new approaches. Instead of relying on the library 

market, they began to turn to the bookstore, and the trade market assumed more power. 

The specialist children’s bookstores appeared, and by 1985 were so numerous that the 

Association of Booksellers for Children was formed in the US (Epstein, Hunt 1996: 482). 

Baby-boomer parents wanted books for their children, and publishers designed books 

including ‘board, bathtub, cloth, and other toybook items. “Baby lit,” as it was dubbed by 

Publishers Weekly, had arrived’ (Elleman 1987: 415). Sebastian Walker’s founding of 

Walker Books in 1978 was also designed to respond to this need. During the late 1970s 

there was a move towards ‘packaging’ – ‘buying in an idea put together by a team and 
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then selling it to as many countries and publishers as possible’ (Altbach and Hoshino 

1995: 27). The ‘big international book’ had also arrived.  

 

Coupled with these commercial endeavours were increasing efforts to promote 

children’s perceptions of the world as a global community which coincided with the 

United Nations’ International Year of the Child in 1979. Brian Alderson, in commenting 

on the 1978 Frankfurt Book Fair, observed that ‘the movement towards closer 

cooperation between nations in the circulation of ideas about children’s books’ 

(Alderson 1978: 8) had steadily gained momentum since the war, but he sounded a note 

of warning that well-meaning adults were in danger of creating ‘a new brand of 

children’s publishing: international morality’ (Alderson 1978a: 8). He singled out the 

Declaration of the Rights of the Child (and a multi-volumed children’s work based on it) 

suggesting that an eleventh clause be added: ‘protection from the sterile grasp of 

doctrine’ (Alderson 1978a: 8). He feared that ‘now the customers and the social 

philosophers are getting together too, and a variety of organizations rich in polysyllables 

and acronyms can be found’ (Alderson 1978a: 8), all purporting to desire the 

advancement of ‘good’ literature for children, a new wave of didacticism was about to 

manifest itself.  

 

Ironically, though, in an increasingly competitive and ‘international’ market, publishers 

found that the sales of books in translation went down, and they were less able to take 

risks with them. The demand for social realism continued to fuel publishing diversity, 

though, with the Newbery Medal being won by African-American Mildred Taylor’s Roll of 

Thunder Hear My Cry (1977). Media challenges also began to erode certainties about 

the primacy of ‘good literature’ for children – getting children to read at all became a 

more pervasive need. More subversive literature began to be published with the huge 

international success of Roald Dahl (1916-1990), Raymond Briggs’s (1934-) picture 

book tributes to the underdog such as Father Christmas (1974), and Janet (1944-94) 

and Alan (1938-) Ahlberg’s intertextual Each Peach Pear Plum (1978). Robert Cormier’s 

(1925-2000) shocking interrogations of peer group pressure and teenage angst in works 

such as The Chocolate War (1974) and I am the Cheese (1977) were the next step on 

from the Zindelesque teenage comedies of the 1960s, and powerful new multicultural 

writers such as Cynthia Voigt (1942-) reflected the concerns of an infinitely darker and 

less certain world, a tone echoed in the UK by  realistic writers such as Nina Bawden 
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(1925-), Jan Needle (1943-), Robert Westall (1929-93) and Jan Mark(1943-). Budgetary 

challenges fuelled the growing supremacy of the paperback which had become 

acceptable to formerly resistant librarians, as a cheaper and more attractive alternative 

to young people reared in a disposable culture. 

 
Simultaneously, the increased numbers of children’s books being published, the 
acceptance of popular literature, and a more indulgent approach to childrearing 
shifted the focus from what young people ought to read to what they could and 
would read. This shift may also have been responsible, at least in part, for that 
crucial turning point in the early 1970s when management theory was 
emphasized in both the education and practice of children’s librarians. 
(Vandergrift 1996) 

 

This has continued to create a tension in the consumption of children’s production, 

where the erosion of the notion of the specialist librarian’s role has also influenced the 

publishing market, as has the growth of ‘other media’. For example, Morton Schindel of 

Western Woods Studios promoted sales of quality picture books based on filmstrips and 

animated films produced from the 1960s to the 1980s (Altbach and Hoshino 1995: 28). 

Out-of-copyright properties such as Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Peter Rabbit and A.A. 

Milne’s Winnie the Pooh offered possibilities for exploitation in other forms and such 

media spin-offs led to increased book sales. The market grew with assistance from, 

rather than in conflict with, the media – the age of multi-media content, hot properties 

and synergies had arrived.  

 

In the 1980s there was a second boom in the US partly as a result of these new 

approaches, ‘and there was a recovery in genre paperback series and picture books, as 

institutional markets revived and bookstore sales soared’ (Watson 2001: 585). Several 

houses bought other imprints and merged them. In 1985 ‘Scribner/Atheneum … was 

bought by Macmillan, which was bought in turn by Robert Maxwell and then sold in 1994 

to Simon & Schuster, where McElderry is Vice-President and Publisher of Margaret K. 

McElderry Books’ (Hearne 1996). In 1983 Random House formed a specialized sales 

force for its children’s books and others followed. The specialist bookseller assumed 

more power, a brief ascendancy which has since been threatened. 48  

                                                           
48 For example, in Ireland, this ‘was the decade which saw a major upsurge in both writing and 
publishing for children, and also a growing appreciation of the importance of children’s literature. 
The Children’s Press Publishing House was founded…and other publishers too have turned their 
attention in this direction’ (Hunt 1996: 697).  
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The greatest changes during the 1980s occurred in the field of the picture book. 
Its increasing share of the children’s literary market is due to several factors: 
growth of interest in the picture as a narrative medium, a new awareness of the 
interaction between the text and the illustrations, and a new generation of artists 
who have been influenced by such media as films and comics. (Westin, Hunt 
1996: 708)  

 

Books in series, new formats, and more enticing dust-jackets became the order of the 

day. Technology began to spawn not only media spin-offs but new genres such as the 

Fighting Fantasy Gamebooks by Steve Jackson and Ian Livingstone (Puffin) which 

began in 1982, and the Choose Your Own Adventure series which were briefly 

extremely popular. Penguin Books launched both its Puffin Plus series for teenagers 

and its Puffin Classics series. Humour was injected with the subversive talents of writers 

such as Lois Lowry, Beverly Cleary, Sid Fleischman and E.L. Konigsburg. Fantasy 

became enormously profitable for publishers with authors like Susan Cooper, Lloyd 

Alexander and Ursula Le Guin, Robin McKinley, Diana Wynne Jones and Margaret 

Mahy. Though volumes of books published had doubled in the US between 1968 and 

1978 (Watson 2001: 587), the decade ended with the power of the editor being 

challenged by that of the marketing director. The market had grown but was under 

increasing pressure from its competitors the movie and toy industries.  

 

By the 1990s the exponential growth of the mass market and of technology continued to 

make the area volatile. The supremacy of marketing and author power was clearly 

evinced by the ‘rise and rise’ of J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter books, late in the decade. 

The major US houses (e.g. Harper Collins, Viking Penguin, Bantam Doubleday Dell, 

Grolier) were all part of conglomerates (such as Pearson, Bertelsmann, and News 

Corporation), and media giant Disney was also powerful in the book market. Mergers 

and spectacular crises included Golden Press, owner of the Golden Books imprint,  

experiencing major financial problems, and Bertelsmann acquiring both Random House 

and Transworld in 1999. ‘Holiday House remained the sole major independent publisher 

of long standing’ (Watson 2001: 586). In the UK, the 1990s ushered in further 

rationalization too, for ‘in 1970 there were forty-five independent publishers with 

recognizable expertise in publishing books for children; by 1995 only nine independent  

publishers were producing children’s books’ (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 32). 

Multinationals assumed more power just as the demands of a huge multicultural 

population in English-speaking countries such as the US and the UK began to change 
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demand patterns. Despite the demands of new media, publishers also confronted the 

difficulties in this mass market environment of producing for the more aggressively 

promoted demands of ‘special needs’ audiences: reluctant readers; minority languages; 

and disabled or handicapped readers. They met them via programmed readers or with 

illustrated and comic-style publications; dual language texts; and via taped or Braille 

publications. The dichotomous interplay between niche and global needs was as ever a 

balancing act for publishers to service; a contrary trend to that of globalism was ‘niche 

publishing’ focussed on demands such as those of this multicultural market, and less on 

institutional sales, and serviced by new regional and specialist houses being 

established.  

 

Worldwide there was also a growth, leading to the supremacy, of non-traditional outlets 

for selling books – superstores, supermarkets, toy stores, chains and baby shops – and 

a reduction in the predominance of traditional booksellers’ power. Marks and Spencer 

and Sainsbury in the UK began to produce their own ‘brand name’ books for children, 

demanding both quality and value. Julia Macrae Books, renowned publisher of high 

quality, entered into a partnership with Safeways in 1992 to produce ‘Superbooks’ which 

were to offer ‘a choice for every child, every taste and every pocket’ (Altbach and 

Hoshino 1995: 27).  

 

And, finally, electronic changes have altered production, distribution and content. 

 
Interactive books and alternative formats are being created to compete with 
surfing the Net: books that start at the back, need to be turned upside-down, 
include a leash so that the book becomes a “dog”, and dozens of variations of 
pop-up, slide-out, and pull-down structures. (Elleman 1998)  

 

Growth has led to mass media changes to products, with sophisticated picture books 

aided by technology and by the taste for gimmickry and faddishness; but growth has 

also become increasingly difficult to finance without major overseas sales. Co-editions 

don’t work for every title, and it is only the ‘big’ books such as those produced by 

author/illustrator Anthony Browne (1946-), and co-produced by Julia Macrae Books UK 

and Random House US, which can make the transition effortlessly. Similarly Jan 

Pienkowski (1936-) with his pop-up books for Orchard Books – and more recently Eric 

Hill (1927-) with his Spot series, Mick Ingpen (1952-) with his Kipper series for Hodder 

Headline, Lucy Cousins(1964-) with her Maisy titles for Walker Books – have sold in 
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huge quantities internationally; so too Lauren Child’s Clarice Bean for Hodder, and 

Australian works such as Graeme Base’s Animalia (Viking 1986), Mem Fox’s Possum 

Magic (Omnibus 1983) and Jeannie Baker’s Window (Random 1991). Influenced by 

technology, too, information books, such as Dorling Kindersley’s Eye Witness series, 

have become more entertaining and less formal in design and layout, therefore 

acquiring the potential to become ‘crossover’ titles, suited to both trade and educational 

markets.  

 

Regarding the situation for young adult publishing, Aronson theorizes that after the YA 

fiction boom, things began to level out; increasing media exposure to ‘issues’ meant that 

teenagers didn’t need to turn to books to find out about their problems. Similarly, the 

‘old’ marketplace where the main players were institutions (e.g. the public and school 

libraries and their YA shelves) became one where the trade is dominated by huge chain 

stores and non-traditional outlets. Publishers responded to this ‘YA death threat’ in three 

ways: ‘the series, the changing meaning of YA, and the exceptional book’ (Aronson 

1998b: 340) or blockbuster. In this volatile environment adaptability and diversification 

have become mandatory, and the response has been proliferation of genres, 

experimentation, and a contradictory tendency to concentration on certain staples such 

as series or ‘name’ author titles. 

 

One of the most significant exponents of many such business principles has been a 

former magazine publisher which produces for a wide range of markets and has been a 

powerful influence in Australia since its establishment here in 1968. Scholastic Inc. has 

remained, since its foundation in 1920 in Pennsylvania, a powerful independent, with 

branches in several countries. Its ability to manage changing market forces may stem 

from the skills developed in its earliest days as a magazine and later book club 

publisher; both relate to currently successful market strategies – niche and targeted 

marketing – and have fuelled their later diversification into the areas of trade publishing 

and multimedia.  

 

Proliferation of media has impacted on every aspect of the children’s industry, 

particularly in a shift from a library trade to a mass market focus. However, this complex 

industry has always been influenced by the mass market, cloaked though that influence 

has been under notions of instruction, moral rectitude and cultural improvement. The 
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tendency in overall publishing commentaries has been to concentrate on the pre-

eminence of its ‘cultural’ over its ‘commercial’ imperative, which in children’s publishing 

has been defended with even more hysterical and zealous passion. And yet,  

 
the rationale of all this supposed protection of the vulnerability of children rests 
on the assumption that marketing is an economic and not a cultural activity – that 
the rationality of goods plays no part in the formation of children’s culture…the 
problem is not a question of harm done but rather, of our failure to find ways to 
make the marketplace a positive cultural force in contemporary society. (Kline 
1993: 350)  

 

This marked failure of understanding must be partly attributed to the dominance of 

individuals whose protective and philanthropic objectives have obscured the role of the 

market in defining culture:   

 

Market enterprise and productive wealth [are] allies of cultural production. The 
capitalist market economy is a vital and underappreciated institutional 
framework for supporting a plurality of coexisting artistic visions, providing a 
steady stream of new and satisfying creations, helping consumers and artists 
refine their tastes, and paying homage to the eclipsed past by capturing, 
reproducing, and disseminating it. (Cowen 1998: 1) 

 
These ‘guardians’ have instead been determined to maintain a distinction between 

commerce and culture.   

  

The Matriarchy – The Power of Libraries and the Agency of Women 

 
For as the twentieth-century printing industry grew, ‘a publishing industry dominated by 

men relied almost entirely on women to develop books for children’ (Epstein, Hunt 1996: 

479) contributing to the protective, ‘nurturing’ attitudes which have prevailed. Since 

Louise Seaman Bechtel’s appointment in 1918 as the first children’s editor at Macmillan, 

women have been the quiet achievers; a ‘women’s web’ of ‘subversive matriarchal 

leaders’ (Hearne 1996: 6) whose ‘isolation’ has fuelled their sense of freedom and 

power – US editors Margaret McElderry, Ursula Nordstrom and others, 49 UK editors 

such as Eleanor Graham, Kaye Webb, Grace Hogarth 50 and others 51 and their 

                                                           
49 Later Doris Puttee (Macmillan), May Massee (Viking),  Janet Schulman(Random House) and 
Susan Hirschman(Harper and Greenwillow Books), Joanna Cotler (‘head of her own imprint at 
Harper’ ), Jean Feiwel (VP and Editor in Chief of Scholastic Book Group). 
50 Who moved from the US to the UK. 
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Australian counterparts – Barbara Ker Wilson, 52 Anne Bower Ingram, Margaret 

Hamilton, Julie Watts, Rosalind Price, Erica Irving, Jane Covernton, Sue Williams and 

others.53 How the traditions of Australian publishing houses have been formed by these 

female tastes is important, 54 although in the last decade, several men have taken 

prominent positions too, 55 perhaps because of the industry’s growing profile and 

financial opportunities, and their role must also be acknowledged. Since ‘the 

contemporary cycle of interest in women’s history began in the 1960s’ (Hildenbrand 

1983: 383) approaches have varied, but the most relevant 56 here is ‘women’s culture 

history’ (Hildenbrand 1983: 383) which assumes its focus to be ‘less women’s history 

than women in history’ (Hildenbrand 1983: 387) and is ‘based on a recognition that the 

experience of women and men in any one period or institution is generally quite 

different’ (Hildenbrand 1983: 383). Perhaps women’s attitudes have influenced 

publishing overall to a degree not yet recognized, and have influenced men’s 

contributions as well? Certainly their attitudes have permeated the culture of children’s 

                                                                                                                                                                            
51 Judy Taylor (Bodley Head), Julia Macrae (Julia Macrae Books), Margaret Clark (Puffin), Marni 
Hodgkin (Hart Davis and Macmillan London) and Pam Royds (Andre Deutsch). 
52  Who moved from the UK to Australia in the early 1960s. 
53 Others have included Dyan Blacklock (Rigby, Era, Omnibus), Jennifer Rowe (Paul Hamlyn, 
Angus & Robertson), Donna Rawlins (Scholastic, ABC and freelance), Lisa Berryman (Reed and 
Harper Collins), Leonie Tyle (Jam Roll Press and UQP), Sarah Foster (Walker Books), Linsay 
Knight (Random House), and Sue Hines (Allen & Unwin), Belinda Bolliger (Hodder); Denise 
Martin (Era), Wendy Jenkins (Fremantle Arts Centre Press), Maryann Ballantyne (Reed and 
Black Dog Books), Jill Morris (Greater Glider), Penny Matthews (Omnibus), Moira Robinson 
(Penguin), Robin Morrow (Scholastic and freelance), Margaret Wild (Omnibus, ABC and 
freelance), Laura Harris (Harper Collins and Penguin) Kaye Ronai (Penguin and freelance), Rita 
Hart (OUP and freelance), Barbara Buick (Cheshire), Helen Chamberlin (Reed and Lothian) 
Susannah McFarlane (Hardie Grant Egmont). 
54 Apart from rare exceptions such as Frank Eyre and Andrew Fabinyi between the 1950s and 
1970s.    
55 David Harris (A. & R. and Scholastic), Alf Mappin at Scholastic; Mark Macleod (Random 
House and Hodder Headline), Walter McVitty (Walter McVitty Books); Roland Harvey (Five Mile 
Press and Roland Harvey Books); Max Hamilton (Margaret Hamilton Books) Rod Martin (Era 
Books); David Francis (ABC Books and Little Hare Books). Similarly in the UK there have been a 
handful of men such as Noel Carrington and Tony Lacey at Penguin; the legendary Sebastian 
Walker and Patrick Hardy whose imprints carry their names; and David Fickling of Scholastic 
who now has his own imprint. In the US there have been men such as Arthur Levine 
(Scholastic); Steven Roxburgh (Front Street Press), Walter Lorraine (Houghton Mifflin) and Craig 
Virden (Head of Bantam Doubleday Dell and Random House).  
56 Two possible models are those defined as ‘compensatory or contributions history…[and] 
discrimination or oppression history’ (Hildenbrand 1983: 383).  

 96



publishing, but their entire role has been neglected with even feminist historians 

overlooking it, notably in children’s publishing. 57  

 

The reason women assumed such positions both in libraries and publishing houses may 

have been economic. In the US from the late nineteenth century, ‘Male librarians 

welcomed women because their low pay kept library costs down, and women were no 

threat to the male-dominated positions of authority’ (Vandergrift 1999: 2). Similarly, 

women have tended to take ‘lowly-paid’ publishing positions to ‘work their way up’ from 

secretarial or administrative roles.  

 
Because women were assumed to know more than men about children, the 
owners of the houses envisioned their new departments as an all but exclusively 
female domain; for the next 50 years, juvenile publishing would remain the only 
specialty within book publishing and one of the very few professions in which 
American women routinely rose to positions of authority. (Marcus 1997a)  

 

There is also an intimate pattern of connection between women in librarianship and in  

publishing. ‘The first and greatest editors of children’s books were women, as were the 

children’s librarians from whose ranks many of those editors were drawn’ (Hearne 1996) 

and from the US industry’s birth in the 1920s it was ‘shaped by a librarian’s hand, the 

books were designed to attract a library market… Librarians worked closely with their 

editor colleagues, providing input into editorial decisions and ascertaining what children 

should and should not read’ (Elleman 1987: 414). Epstein has confirmed that ‘editors 

and librarians seemed to have entered into what some in retrospect would call ‘a benign 

conspiracy’ (Epstein, Hunt 1996: 480). ‘Pioneering US librarians 58 drove the creation of 

early reviewing journals 59 but it was Anne Carroll Moore (1871-1961) at the New York 

Public Library 60 from 1906 until the end of her career, who was the ‘doyen’ of librarians 

                                                           
57 Geracimos, 1974 attracted an angry rejoinder from Dorothy Briley (then VP of JB Lippincott & 
Co.) for her failure to recognize the senior status of children’s publishers in her survey of women 
in publishing. 
58 The pioneer of library services to children in the US was Minerva L. Saunders (1837-1912), 
director of the Pawtucket, Rhode Island Public Library from 1876.  
59 Later advocates such as Caroline Maria Hewins (1846-1926), (aided by the Carnegie gifts of 
the time) encouraged the improvement of literature. Hewins’ Books for the Young: A Guide for 
Parents and Children (1883) was followed by a children’s section in the ALA Catalog (1904) and 
H.W. Wilson’s first Children’s Catalog (1909). Effie Louise Power (1873-1969) was supervisor of 
Children’s Work at the St Louis Public Library. As a tertiary educator she also published Library 
Service to Children (ALA 1930). Mary Frances Issom (1865-1920) as the director of the Portland 
Oregon Public Library also took on the sole responsibility of working with children. 
60 After holding an earlier position at the Pratt Institute. 
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61 for children, partly because her reach extended into the publishing industry. There 

she exerted a sizable impact on the publication of books for children because she 

‘expressed her opinions in emphatic terms’ (Marcus 1997a). Female advocacy informed 

her philosophy:  

 
“I have never wished to formulate a scheme of library service to children. My 
chief interest has been in discovering and putting to work personalities who have 
something special to contribute – the more varied the contribution the better for 
the work – for it should never become static.” (quoted in Sayers 1972: 119)  

 

Her ‘power’ was understood 62 rather than clearly articulated; an understated opinion-

making typical of similar figures in each of the five English language markets – the US, 

UK, Canada, New Zealand and Australia. She trained and had considerable friendships 

within the library and publishing industries – Lillian Smith (1887-1983) of the Boys and 

Girls House 63 and Frances Clark Sayers (1897-1989), Moore’s biographer and 

successor at New York Public Library, both viewed Moore as a mentor. Sayers’ vigorous 

criticisms of Disney’s versions of traditional stories are ‘characteristic’ of librarians’ 

attitudes.  

 
Somewhere, somehow, there has got to be an institution which belligerently 
attacks the mediocre, the slick, the sentimental, the commercial, that is typical of 
the mass culture of our day. Not that it came from the masses. It is proscribed for 
them and is poured upon them by money-ridden, power-ridden, advertising-
ridden radio, moving pictures, press, television… All of these forces are aimed 
more or less to make us all think, vote, buy, read, listen to, and look at the same 
thing. I am convinced that the mass mind is capable of much greater distinction 
in its thought, but how can anyone resist the never-ending pounding on our five 
senses – eat this, read this, see this, buy so-and-so, and think such-and-such? 
(Sayers 1965: 136) 

 
                                                           
61 Achievements were the introduction of the storytelling program based on the methods of Marie 
Shedlock (1854-1935) and the Reading Room, a non-circulating collection which led to the 
preservation of a significant range of works. 
62 She also reviewed for The Bookman and from 1936-1960 had a column in The Horn Book 
entitled ‘The Three Owls Notebook’. 
63 At the Toronto Public Library, Smith formed a hub of branches in Toronto which ‘spread the 
word’ concerning the need for good children’s literature, lectured and also wrote The Unreluctant 
Years: A Critical Approach to Children’s Literature (1953, 1991). The Osborne Collection was 
donated to Toronto Library towards the end of her time as director. To this was added the Lillian 
H. Smith collection of children’s books published since 1910. Augusta Baker (1911-98) also 
began with Moore and served for 37 years. Her contributions were in storytelling and in bringing 
the Afro-American traditions to children. Her The Black Experience in Children’s Books (1971) 
was one of her many contributions to making children’s literature valid for Black Americans and 
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Such women were aggravated by their marginalization and its inherent sexism but were 

also able to use these factors to assume control of what has become a powerful area. 

‘Matriarchal should not be confused with maternal. Bonds can imply bondage, and a 

matriarchy can and usually does involve power play and manipulative control as does 

any other kindred or community structure’ (Hearne 1996). Barbara Ker Wilson recalls 

that as managing editor of Bodley Head’s list in 1956 working for the formidable Sir 

Stanley Unwin, he took little interest in what she was doing and left her to her own 

devices! (Sheahan-Bright 2000: Interview with Barbara Ker Wilson) ‘Inherent in the 

relationship between matriarchs and protegés was a tension between independence 

and compliance’ (Hearne 1996). Acclaimed editor Margaret McElderry also counted as 

mentors ‘two pioneers in children’s librarianship’ 64 and ‘worked for nine years under the 

direction of three other pioneers in the field, Anne Carroll Moore, Mary Gould Davis, and 

Frances Clarke Sayers of the New York Public Library’ (Hearne 1996). She says that 

Moore ‘encouraged publishers to establish book departments with a children’s book 

editor in charge, instead of sporadically publishing a book for children if a well-thought-

of writer for adults happened to write one’ (Hearne 1996) In the 1927-28 report from the 

ALA Children’s Librarians Association’s Committee on Production of Children’s Books 

‘are included the decisions of publishers in response to what were apparently requests 

from the committee to reprint specific books along with new editions from a publisher’ 

(Vandergrift 1996). The CBC today ‘still works closely with children’s librarians through 

the joint ALA/CBC Committee’ (Vandergrift 1996). According to Turow, McElderry 

recalled that,  

 
[T]hese editors and librarians naturally formed strong friendships of great mutual 
benefit. Such a relationship which has never existed to any degree between 
adult editors and librarians. It continues to be a particular strength of the 
children’s publishing and library world. (Turow 1976: 39) 

 

In Canada a similar growth in this kind of relationship has developed since the 1970s 

and 1980s (Fasich 1991: 15), as it has in New Zealand, where the first children’s book 

awards established in 1970 were administered by the New Zealand Library Association 

(Mills 2000a: 1). The relationship is fraught, though, by the potential to misunderstand 

each other’s motives: ‘Librarians sometimes find it difficult to remember that, unlike 
                                                                                                                                                                            
other ethnic minorities. She was awarded the American Library Association’s Grolier Award in 
1968 for her outstanding achievement in guiding and stimulating children’s reading. 
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libraries, publishing is a commercial venture... Libraries, working from a stable funding 

source...can set up bureaucratic procedures which make ordering materials a slow 

process’ (Fasich 1991: 16).  

 

Such observations find a startling echo in Australia where this close relationship also 

became ‘institutionalized’: many of the early Australian children’s publishers came from 

or had strong links with the library sector for there had been few opportunities for editors 

to be trained – the first Australian children’s publisher (at A&R) Joyce Boniwell Saxby (a 

former librarian) was appointed only in 1963. She (with her successor  Barbara Ker 

Wilson at A&R, Barbara Buick at Cheshire, Anne Bower Ingram at Collins, and later, 

Margaret Hamilton at Hodder) had close ties to libraries and librarians which informed 

the growth of their fledgling children’s departments, 65 a pattern which would continue. 

The ‘singularity’ of children’s editors and librarians has had ‘singular’ effects as a  

 
distancing [which] was both a blessing and a curse… That very success, 
however, led to increased numbers, a dispersal of leadership, and the 
breakdown of the small but strong community that held them together and gave 
them strength. New children’s specialists, building on the accomplishments of 
their foremothers but lacking their unity, saw gaining respect in the larger 
professional communities as the path to success. Respect within was not easily 
achieved, however, and the competition for limited resources and power often 
further weakened the positions of youth professionals. (Vandergrift 34)  

 

Today support for the specialist children’s librarian is dwindling, editors are receiving a 

broader tertiary training, and the interaction between children’s editors and their library 

peers may be set to become less ‘companionable’. In the US ‘juvenile trade marketing 

staff have begun close contact with bookstore chains, as their adult counterparts have 

done for some time’ and ‘with the fall-off of sales to libraries and teachers and with the 

closing of children’s only bookstores, children’s publishers are looking for new markets’ 

(Elleman 1998). The impact of these new alignments on future children’s publishing is 

unknown, but it may be that a new publishing ‘culture’ is developing and that ‘the next 

wave’ of publishers may be a different breed. ‘Popular’ literature for children has already 

gained in recognition, since the 1980s, a fact which has both modernized and made the 

area more visible, while it has perhaps lowered the recognition of the field in literary 

                                                                                                                                                                            
64 Storyteller Elizabeth Nesbitt and children’s literature historian Elva Smith from the Carnegie 
Library School in Pittsburgh (Hearne 1996). 
65 Several Australian authors of the time had been librarians too - Eleanor Spence, Margaret 
Balderson and Lilith Norman. 
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circles even further. Children’s publishing has enabled women to assume the positions 

of control more difficult to assume elsewhere. Julie Watts, children’s publisher at 

Penguin Books Australia, has put it even more proactively; she accepted the role of 

children’s over adult publisher because she regarded the latter as more challenging in 

that children’s books needed more advocacy. ‘I wanted to change the view that 

children’s books were somehow “lesser” books’ (Watts 1994a: 257).  

 

It is clear, then, that the international English language children’s publishing industry has 

always been a complex of commercial and cultural factors. Market analysis corrects 

institutional prejudices which assume a moral or cultural superiority when discussing 

publishing’s evolution.  

 
Children’s literature should be viewed as a test case for all literary texts in that 
[it’s]...a more open and obvious mix of artistic, educational, and commercial 
ideologies. From John Newbery to Chris Whittle’s “Channel One”, children’s 
media continues to be a market driven commodity produced by the culture 
industry and influenced to a large degree by parents and educators who make 
selections for children. To make sense of children’s texts, critics are obligated to 
look beyond the texts themselves to those cultural and social forces that help 
produce and generate their sales. (Susina 1993: vii) 

 

The industry’s emergence has gathered momentum over three centuries, culminating in 

a multi-billion dollar business which is a major contributor to publishers’ cash flows. 

 
Looking back through marketers’ eyes, the ‘50s provided children in large 
numbers, the 60’s gave them increased incomes to spend, the 70’s developed 
and produced many new products and services for the children to want buy, and 
the ‘80s gave the children legitimacy, or equality of sorts with adult consumers. 
The 1990s witnessed an explosion in media for kids. They got their own 
television networks…radio networks…magazines… Kids clubs sprang 
up…children-based retailing…new high-ticket items for children… As the decade 
of the ‘90s gets under way we can expect marketers to treat the children’s 
market as a major market to be segmented into smaller, more profitable ones – 
just as they do for adults. (McNeal 1992: 6)   

 

Publishing companies’ children’s structures, their primarily institutional market and the 

agency of women and librarians promoting educational objectives within them, have 

formed a pattern which is now being eroded. Publishers have been equipped for these 

changes to varying degrees, and though many deplore that ‘the overall general value of 

books for young readers as commodities has increased in both quantitative and 
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qualitative terms’ (Zipes 2001: 67) history belies this view in demonstrating that market 

forces have not changed, only their scale and complexity.  

 

These same forces can be seen to have influenced Australian children’s publishing, but 

the process here began somewhat later, and laboured under more primitive conditions 

for longer. How Australian children’s publishing evolved is therefore a tantalizing area of 

study. 
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CHAPTER THREE  
 
THE MARKET SQUARE — AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN’S BOOK 
PUBLISHING UNTIL WWII  
 

 
To market, to market, a gallop, a trot,  
To buy some meat to put in the pot; 
Three pence a quarter, a groat a side,  
If it hadn’t been killed it must have died. 

(Opie 1951: 299) 
 

The Australian children’s publishing industry leading up to WWII offered a range of 

unprepossessing products and displayed few features auguring its eventual success. 

This moribund condition was noted by Hungarian immigrant Andrew Fabinyi (1908-

1978), who arrived in 1939 and later became director of Cheshire Publishing Ltd. and an 

influential agent in the industry’s development. On his arrival he saw little 

 
except for the handful [of books] published by Angus & Robertson [which] were 
contracted, printed and published in England and consequently lacked an 
Australian editorial or economic involvement. (Fabinyi 1971a: 3)  

 

This dearth was matched by the lack of adequate provision of library services for young 

people, always a vital influence in the encouragement of a demand for literature, for it 

was reported in the 1930s that ‘[j]udged by overseas standards, there is not an 

acceptable children’s lending library in all of Australia, and only a few institutions are 

even making a creditable attempt to provide service to children’ (Munn and Pitt 1935: 3). 

How did this poor situation evolve? The nineteenth-century origins of the Australian book 

trade, observed in conjunction with children’s book publishing industry growth overseas, 

provides some answers.  
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The eighteenth-century birth of international children’s book publishing coincided with 

‘[t]he discovery and early settlement of Australia [so that it] was more or less 

contemporaneous with the development of the children’s book’ (Muir 1982: 10), 

contributing to and curtailing Australian children’s publishing growth. While British and 

US publishers often evolved from bookselling enterprises, as did their Australian 

counterparts, the latter remained locked into the concept of the ‘bookseller/publisher’ 66 

longer, and therefore their ability to take advantage of the conditions which were 

contributing to greater publishing successes in the UK and the US was hampered until 

after WWII. Literary histories such as those by Green 67 and Saxby 68 give only passing 

reference to publishing trends, but the latter identifies three factors which created the 

situation we have inherited today: the ‘burgeoning of children’s publishing departments 

and the appointment of children’s editors’ (Saxby 1993:1) in the 1960s, and later 

‘demand’ for ‘quality children’s literature’ encouraged by education and promotion, and 

the ‘accessibility’ made possible by the growth of specialist children’s bookshops and 

library services (Saxby 1993: 2-3). Haye (1994) and other publishing researchers have 

offered further ideas which have informed the phases to be outlined here:  

 

• Phase One – ‘the early days’ to the 1890s;  

• Phase Two – the 1890s to WWII (1890-1939);  

• Phase Three – WWII and the growth of the children’s publishing industry (1940-

1963);  

• Phase Four – the takeover period and the age of consolidation and expansion 

(1964-1979);  

• Phase Five – the real foundations (1980-1989);  

• Phase Six – the mass or global market (1990-2003). 69  

                                                           
66 A tradition exemplified by enterprises such as Angus and Robertson, George Robertson of 
Melbourne, and more idiosyncratically, E.W. Cole. 
67 Green, for example, divides the history of Australian literature into: First Period 1789-1850 
Conflict; Second Period 1850-1890 Consolidation; Third Period 1890-1923 Self-Conscious 
Nationalism; Fourth Period 1923-1950 World Consciousness and Disillusion (Green 1961: xxi-
xxvii).  
68 Saxby defines four periods focusing on the type of products produced in each of those periods: 
‘Early Period to 1900 Stories to Instruct; the Boys Own Adventure Story; Fantasy; Stories of 
Family Life; Period 1900-1918 The Era of Women Writers; Period 1918 -1941 The Beginning of 
Books with Pictures and a Continuation of Old Themes; Period 1941-1970 which included a wide 
range of publishing genres being developed for children’ (Saxby 1969, 1971). 
69 The transition from Phases 1 to 4 provides ample evidence of the ‘cyclical’ nature of publishing 
- the phenomenal growth of Australian-originated publishing in the 1980s, some of which has 
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It’s clear in examining ‘Phase One – “the early days” to the 1890s’ – that the origins of 

the dearth of Australian children’s publishing production stem from the nascent 

development of the Colony in general, and of its publishing industry, in particular. Such 

analysis must acknowledge the existence of a rich, oral Indigenous Australian literature 

passed on for at least 40,000 years before the white invaders and settlers arrived, 

references to which 70 did appear in some early published works for children. But if   

Indigenous writing surfaced early71, it was not published until relatively recently, and until 

the 1960s 72 tended to involve white interpretations of Indigenous issues and cultural 

traditions.  

 

Generally speaking, early Australian publishing stems from the following characteristics:  

 

• first, Australia’s colonialist beginnings;  

• second, a lack of access to printing facilities and publishing expertise;  

• third, imported notions of cultural identity via a lively consignment trade;  

• fourth, the pre-eminence of booksellers and printers as publishers;  

• fifth, UK publishers’ representatives’ control; and  

• sixth, a lack of institutional support for publishing from libraries and the 

educational sector.  

 

Colonialist Beginnings 

 
The earliest white Australian publications were characterized by a nostalgia for ‘home’ 

and by an energetic expression of the extremely active ‘settlement’ of this new country 

by inhabitants who largely remained equivocal about their adopted home, despite the  

                                                                                                                                                                             
been subsumed in a further series of amalgamations in the 1990s, shows clearly that small 
publishers have, in the main, continued to play a vital role up to the present day, and that new 
operations are also beginning to influence the market.  
70 Such as, for example, ‘Lo, the dweller in the deep pit; Lo, out of the deep pit it is overflowing far 
and wide’ (Mudrooroo, The Indigenous Literature of Australia, 1997: 27) 
71 Mudrooroo cites as ‘the first written expression of indigenous people in Australia’ an 1837 
example, The Flinders Island Weekly Chronicle which was ‘a handwritten journal’ written by some 
of the poor survivors of the Tasmanian ‘war of resistance’ gathered there under a white 
superintendent George Augustus Robinson’ (Mudrooroo 1997: 35).  
72 Apart from isolated publications such as Legendary Tales of the Australian Aborigines (1924-5) 
by David Unaipon (1873-1967) and his Native Legends (1929) said to be the first published 
Indigenous manuscript.  
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tenacity with which they developed it. In struggling to establish such basic services as 

housing, transport and primary and secondary production, the printing and publication of 

books was not an obvious priority. Printing was delayed by ‘the absence of 

tradesmen...and besides, a printing workshop needs shelter from the elements and 

protection against people’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 2). In a convict settlement not 

entirely free of its primary responsibility until  

 
January 10, 1868, [when] the last convict ship to Australia landed its cargo of 
sixty Fenian political prisoners and more common assorted malefactors at 
Fremantle, eighty years to the month, since Captain Arthur Phillip brought the  
First Fleet to its anchorage in Sydney Cove… (Hughes 1986: 580) 

 

The likelihood of a publishing industry evolving immediately was remote, and the 

likelihood of books for young people forming any sort of consideration even more remote 

here than it was in other English-speaking countries, where the children’s publishing 

industry was still in its infancy. In a ‘Colony’, only federated in 1901, and struggling up 

until the mid-twentieth century to establish a sense of national identity, the concept of 

local publishing did not present a valid face until well into that century. 73  Children were 

also given little consideration on the ships which constituted the First Fleet, and 

remained a ‘skewed’ population in which they were only ‘3.3 per cent of the total’, though 

by the end of the eighteenth century ‘the proportion of children in the settlement had 

risen to almost 20 per cent’ (Holden 2000: 138). Their small numbers may have been 

another negative impetus to the creation of local children’s publishing ventures for so 

long.  

 

It was an age of ‘an almost incredible range of achievements’ (Green 1961: 4) in primary 

and secondary industries; public services; government services; population.  

 
Intimately connected with all these things, without which indeed they could not 
have been brought into existence, is the one characteristic that runs through the 
Period [up to 1850] as a whole, attaching in some respects even to its literary 
aspects: a complex of enormous and conflicting energies. (Green 1961: 5)  

 

                                                           
73 As well, ‘Any periodisation of Australian bookselling and publishing history before the twentieth 
century is complicated by the different dates of foundation and by the varied patterns of growth of 
the ultimately separate colonies established between 1788 and 1836’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 
1986: 17). 
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Literature too, despite deterrents to its growth, established itself early and tentatively but 

with some vigour and  

 
resembles a rope woven of two sharply contrasting strands… One [is] the 
literature of exile: a thin shadow spun out of books and memories by weaklings 
and third-raters dreaming of home. But the other strand, spun out of native 
material and personal experience, smooth sometimes, uncultivated generally and 
sometimes as rough as bags, is infinitely more robust; this was the by-product of 
action… the descendant branch of the parent tree striking root and drawing life 
from the soil. (Green 1961: 7)  

 

Children’s books would also be woven from these two strands, with the conflict inherent 

in the weave potentially creating the sort of friction which can generate exciting new 

product. But the earliest adult publications by Australian residents (excluding printed 

material comprising reports sent back to the British administration) – described as the 

‘incunabula’ of the period 74 – began with the first locally-published book for local 

consumption, the New South Wales General Standing Orders: Selected from the 

General Orders Issued by Former Governors, published in Sydney in 1802. 75 Typical of 

this early literature, published up to the mid-nineteenth century, it was ‘severely 

practical… largely formal in both shape and tone; and... a large proportion of it concerns 

the convicts and their treatment’ (Green 1961: 11) together with other matters of 

immediate historical and social interest. Not surprisingly, ‘the most important section of 

the Australian incunabula [was] the Annals of the First Fleet and the first settlement’ 

(Green 1961: 12).  

 

Publishing in early white Australia, as a concept, was hard-nosed and practical, tailored 

significantly to the restricted needs of local political consumption. Since children had little 

political or commercial sway, there was little impetus to publish for them. But publishing 

in Australia, in its developing momentum – which continued in the twentieth century – 

was undertaken by a range of organizations as diverse as self-identifying publishers, 

publisher’s representatives, booksellers, newspapers, magazines, government printers, 
                                                           
74 ‘Incunabula…is used by bibliographers to refer to printed works of a time so early in the history 
of printing in any given locality that this printing may be said to be in its infancy’ (McMurtrie 1943, 
1974: 304). 
75  ‘The first prose work of any literary importance,…Wentworth’s Statistical, Historical, and 
Political Description of the Colony of New South Wales, was published in London and did not 
appear until 1819 and ‘the first Australian novel [was] Henry Savery’s Quintus Servinton (Hobart 
Town, 1830). The first collection of verses, Barron Field’s First Fruits of Australian Poetry, 
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wholesalers, and individuals acting in the name of a range of objectives and motives 

including the advancement of cultural and commercial growth. Initially, ‘what 

organization there was... applied to the literature of evangelization and edification 

directed at the convicts on the one hand and at the Aborigines on the other’ (Borchardt 

and Kirsop 1986: 19). This, however, did not entirely stall other sorts of book production, 

for, ‘By the time of Federation in 1901 the Australian book trade had experienced in one 

form or another all the possibilities of organizations that it was to know up till the present 

day’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 16). 

 

Lack of Access to Printing Facilities and Publishing Expertise 
   

Though the concept of reading was well established in Britain by the end of the 

eighteenth century, ‘the commissioners in charge of fitting out the first Fleet…do not 

seem to have included quality printing equipment among the high priority goods 

essential to that end’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 1). Little information regarding early 

Australian printing exists except that George Hughes seems to have been the first 

printer charged with the duty of producing Instructions to the watchmen of the town 

divisions 76 and that his successor as government printer, George Howe (1769-1821) 77 

printed the collection of government General Orders in 1802 which was Australia’s first 

official publication. Governor King had Howe print Australia’s first newspaper, ‘The 

Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, which began on 5 March 1803’ 

(Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 5). A second printing press arrived at the turn of the 

century, but for the next fifty years shortage of paper supplies severely hampered 

publishing. Desperate pleas were either filled partially or by inferior printers’ supplies, 

and perishable papers resulted in there being few surviving documents. A ‘paper mill 

was established on the Lachlan stream at Botany Bay in about 1814, but it did not 

become productive till a few years later’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 8). Gradually local 

manufacturers produced fonts and ink, since frequent requests to England went 

                                                                                                                                                                             
appeared, also in London, in the same year. The first book, or rather booklet, of verse by a 
native-born Australian, Wentworth’s Australasia, appeared four years later’ (Green 1961: 11).  
76 An official document for Governor Hunter in 1796, printed on an old wooden screw press which 
had been sent out with the First Fleet (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 4).  
77 A Creole from the West Indies, trained as a printer in London, transported but later pardoned to 
become Government printer in about 1800 (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 5). He was a shoplifter 
whose son would start the first newspaper in Van Diemen’s Land (Hughes 1986: 340). 
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unheeded, 78 and each state introduced printing experiments, beginning with local 

newspapers and official publications, but in a convict Colony the concept of ‘a free press’ 

was a vexed issue, and pioneers trod a very cautious path. 79   

 

Despite all these problems, ‘By the end of the 1840s printing was firmly established in all 

Australian capitals and the basic industries connected with the printing trade had also 

achieved a modest beginning’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 10). Printing began here 

much earlier than in Canada, for example, a country with a similar colonial background, 

which can only be put down to Australia’s distance from the UK coupled with urgent 

demands for reading materials. ‘Isolation then is the initial impulse towards creating a 

printing industry’ (Kirsop 1969: 11). Its growth stemmed from commercial practicality, 

too, for ‘idle presses are uneconomic…especially in days when material was dearer than 

labour…’ so that ‘the incentive to tout for jobs was perhaps irresistible’ (Kirsop 1969: 18).  

 

Australia thus lacked the relevant publishing expertise to equip itself for the specialized 

nature of children’s publishing. Quite apart from a paucity of printing equipment and of 

trained printers, the concepts of publishing and editorial skills were still of concern to 

influential immigrant editors such as Frank Eyre and Andrew Fabinyi after WWII! Though 

there were some talented engravers 80 there were few opportunities for artists to develop 

publishing skills, ‘few had any training as illustrators’ (Muir 1982: 18), and though some 

later developed black-and-white drawing skills for journals, it would be decades before 

they received any experience or recognition for working in book publishing.  

 

                                                           
78 Robert Howe succeeded his father in 1821 as Government printer (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 
9). Other prominent supporters of early printing included Lt. David Collins, who established 
facilities in both Port Phillip and Tasmania (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 11-12).  
79 Another skilled printer, Andrew Bent, for example, was imprisoned and fined on a charge of  
libel in 1825, ending a ten-year career as Tasmanian Government Printer (Borchardt and Kirsop 
1986: 12). 
80 ‘P. Steger, W. Preston, and J.R. Brown who worked for Absalom West, a convict’, in the early 
eighteenth century, and lithography also came to Australia in 1821 with Sir Thomas Brisbane’  
(Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 10). 
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Imported Notions of Cultural Identity Via a Lively Consignment Trade 
 

So, if the growth of local printing was gradual, colonial demands for books were at first 

met by imports, via the lively consignment trade, and were hampered by the fact that  

 
a large part of the population could not read, and in the beginning many had 
been brutalized, where they were not brutal already, by the conditions of “the 
System”. Still, books were read by the minority, especially books for travel and 
adventure, and such novels as those of Scott and Fenimore Cooper and the “tale 
of terror”. Dickens was also extremely popular, and there were even readers of 
Jane Austen. (Green 1961: 2)  

 
Though local demands for ‘juvenile’ texts grew, what first made their way to Australia 

were overseas publications such as Sarah Porter’s Alfred Dudley (London, 1830), 

published anonymously, ‘the earliest complete book set in Australia’ (Muir 1982: 10) 

which was, like many contemporary texts, highly romanticized, and depicted Indigenous 

peoples as being more Negroid in appearance than they were in reality.  

 
It was obvious [the author] knew little or nothing about Australia, as his [sic] 
fanciful accounts of the lad’s adventures in the Australian bush appear to be too 
fantastic to be of interest to Australian children. Such a book may have produced 
many wrong impressions about Australia, not only for children, but also for adults. 
(Adams 1967: 7) 

 

In such nineteenth-century publishing for a UK market, oddly being read by children 

actually living in Australia:  

 
The emphasis is very much on the presentation of a new country to children who 
did not already know it – its physical strangeness, the differences in social 
behaviour, the dangers and difficulties. And not only did most of Australian 
children’s books of the last century tend to tell their readers what they ought to 
know about Australia, but also told them again and again what they wanted to 
hear – the particular things that were popularly connected with this new country 
such as pioneering, bushrangers, marauding blacks, bushfires and so on… 
Another result of overseas publication of many of these books is that the 
illustrations are often far removed from reality. There is a wonderful collection of 
strangely shaped kangaroos and negroid aborigines to be found in these early 
children’s books. (Buick and Walker, Bennett 1979: 215)  

 

Not surprisingly – in such an age of aggressive imperialism – exploration, sea voyages 

and foreign, exotic locales featured strongly in these early imported children’s books. 

Many books and games were created, too, with the express purpose of teaching 

lessons of moral instruction, though cloaked in ‘entertainment’. This ‘missionary zeal’ 
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has been questioned by Perry Nodelman (2000), for it also created a lucrative market for 

early publishers who were frequently booksellers and printers, and helped to instill, in 

countries around the globe, old-fashioned British values such as class difference, racial 

and male superiority, and commercial (capitalist) acumen. Australia represented a ‘ripe 

frontier’ not only for selling books, but also provided raw material for early European 

children’s writers (such as R.M. Ballantine and Jules Verne) to ‘plunder’ by creating 

exciting ‘colonial’ adventures which featured shipwrecks and adventurers and promoted 

ideals of (British) nationalism and the virtues of Empire. Books about explorers were 

popular among young Australian readers, while imparting useful knowledge about 

geography. ‘Indeed, volumes of Cook’s Voyages were said to be among those most 

commonly read along with other early voyages and the mutiny of the Bounty, accounts of 

shipwrecks and so on’ (Muir 1992: xii). But writers experienced problems in actually 

grappling with Australian pioneering and convict history, which might have presented an 

endless source of historical material, for ‘in general, the public conflicts of nineteenth-

century Australia were awkwardly shaped for fictional treatment and too close in time for 

romance’ (Niall 1984: 182). Although there’s no doubt that some children read Marcus 

Clarke’s His Natural Life (1874), 

 
it is too brutal to have been approved juvenile reading. Moreover, [the idea that] 
to dwell on the convict past was not the best way to strengthen love of country 
was not echoed in any books for young people for many years.’ (Niall 1984: 181) 

 

The predominant motif in nineteenth-century anthologies was the starkness of the 

Australian bush, symbolized by Henry Lawson’s drover’s wife, and our early days were 

seen to be ‘a matter for stoic endurance, not celebration’ (Niall 1984: 189). Pre-1890s 

literature for children fell into four types of novel, all designed to entertain readers ‘over 

there’ rather than here. These were:  

 
The “settlers’ novels” written to encourage emigration; the “adventure story” 
which celebrated colonial perils; those fuelled by “a religious impulse”, such as 
the publications of the Religious Tract Society and the Society for the 
Propagation of Christian Faith which saw Australia as “a mission field” and finally 
the “semi-documentary”, in which authentic settlers’ or travellers’ experiences are 
presented in anecdotal form with a thin thread of fiction to unite them. (Niall 1984: 
2-3) 

 

Most local publishing until well into the nineteenth century was driven by expediency, 

and  
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commercial enterprise and authorial ambition are lacking in productions that have 
more immediate and practical aims. Officials and colonists with literary 
aspirations in the heroic years were obliged to satisfy them through London 
publishers… (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 20) 

 

This factor was exacerbated by the reality that ‘the éclat of a London publication [was] 

something highly desired by most Australians until well after WWII’ (Muir 1982: 18). 

 

In this period, close ties with Britain were typically with the commercially-influential 

religious distributors, who produced works such as the Emigrant Tracts published in the 

1850s by the Society for Christian Knowledge which were ‘intended to encourage 

prospective emigrants, giving information concerning the voyage to the colonies and 

conditions of life here… were written in story form for family reading without being 

directed specifically to children.’ (Muir 1992: xii).  Bodies such as The Religious Tract 

Society from 1799, and the American Tract Society from 1825, were to sadly inhibit the 

publication of imaginative literature for decades, and  

 
did do harm for they represent a blind alley in the exploration of the field. Their 
weight of platitudes and sentimentality was a dead load on the forward progress 
of a new literature of such infinite possibilities. (Meigs 1969: 124) 

 

The Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge inflicted many reward books on the 

colonies and ‘the series became a favoured device, one book running on into the next, 

until children’s libraries were filled shelf by shelf with rows of little red and blue books’ 

(Meigs 1969: 124). And so, just as the production of children’s literature might have hit 

its stride in the mid-nineteenth century, these ‘goody-goody books fell like a blight upon 

a whole class of writing at a very critical moment in the development of juvenile books’ 

(Meigs 1969: 124). Muir was ‘struck by the number of stories of missionary endeavour 

and adventure’ (Muir 1992: xii) and as the century evolved they assumed more power, 

with magazines like the Boys Own Paper and Girls Own Paper forming a partnership 

with the Religious Tract Society to  produce many series novels and annuals for the 

colonial market. Such books 81 were designed to inculcate notions of Empire ‘cultural’ 

superiority, while their sales secured Empire ‘commercial’ supremacy. Presented as 

prizes, they gave their operators even more commercial clout than they might otherwise 

                                                           
81 Books like Difficulty Hill and Some Lads who Climbed It (Society for Promoting Christian 
Knowledge, 1866). 
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have exercised, for the prize book market was one of the most lucrative of ‘growth areas’ 

for a children’s publisher then to target. 

 

Another factor determining that book production was predominantly biased toward the 

demands of an overseas readership, was that prior to the 1850s (with the advent of the 

Gold Rushes and consequent population increase) Australian readers’ needs were 

deemed to be met by the ‘the dominance of the consignment trade’ (Borchardt and 

Kirsop 1986: 20) whose overseas book traders and auctioneers began to work a 

powerful market influence. 82 Their success in selling their wares in the Antipodes 

presented another deterrent to local publishing evolving; and was ‘the unambiguous 

expression of colonial dependence and even subservience in everything concerning 

literature and high culture in general’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 20). The choices 

made by these merchants have been analyzed (Webby, 1971) to reveal that ‘they reflect 

Englishmen’s views of what Australians wanted or ought to read and study’ (Borchardt 

and Kirsop 1986: 22). Ironically, this cultural subservience stemmed from the British 

book traders’ practice of discarding (often by auction) excess copies of so-called 

bestsellers which had created a surplus in the home market, and so ‘the availability of 

the colonies as a convenient dumping ground must not be forgotten’ (Borchardt and 

Kirsop 1986: 210). Their customers included even the infant ‘institutional libraries that 

began to appear in this period’ (Kirsop 1982/3: 94) so that from the 1850s onwards, 

much of what was available to Colonial readers was determined by these auctioneers.  

 

The Pre-emininence of Booksellers and Printers as Publishers  
 

Meanwhile, a local bookselling industry began to develop from about the 1820s, and the 

pattern they adopted 83 of being closely allied with British counterparts, set the tone for 

much of the trade’s later growth. But it was the Gold Rush that really established the 

trade, attracting several immigrants with book trade expertise who established 

businesses – E.W. Cole, J.S. Gotch, Henry Tolman Dwight, George Robertson, Samuel 

                                                           
82 They included ‘Lumley, H.G. Bohn, Constable & Co., James Duffy, Fisher, Son & Co., 
Longman, Rees & Co., Murray, and Baldwin & Cradock’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986 : 22). 
83 James and S.A. Tegg operated an early bookselling business, from before 1850 in Hobart, and  
the fact that they were the sons of Thomas Tegg of Cheapside ‘provides in itself an explanation 
of their role and of their relative success in Sydney, Hobart and Launceston (Borchardt and 
Kirsop 1986: 25). Others were George Robertson of Melbourne from the 1850s, and Robert 
Mackay and M.L. Hutchinson.  
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Mullen, William Charles Rigby, ‘William Dymock, the first major native-born bookseller’ 

(Kirsop 1982/3: 95) and others. 84 A later wave in the 1880s included D.M. Angus and 

‘the other George Robertson’, but the future booksellers were largely colonial-born, and 

trained by these immigrant entrepreneurs. The capital cities began to dominate the 

market and from 1860 to 1870 Melbourne increased its booksellers ‘from 39 to 86’ 

(Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 37). With the gradual strengthening of both the wholesale 

and retail trade, therefore, was laid down a firmer basis for local publishing, with 

newspapers and ephemeral publications also being produced, and the activities of 

enterprising publishers’ representatives were further early evidence of a lively book 

market (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 19). In short, much of the early Australian publishing 

was conducted not by publishing houses, but by booksellers, printers, newspapers and 

stationers, and ‘jobbing, work for the government and newspapers made up the bulk of 

what was printed in the early phase of settlement’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 19). 

Therefore, these same booksellers, who had begun to determine colonial reading 

supplies and tastes, often produced the works they sold. This tradition continued to 

underpin Australian publishing until well into the twentieth century, for it was noted in 

1966 that  

 
publishing and bookselling are traditionally linked in Australia and the largest 
firms (such as Angus & Robertson, Rigby’s, Cheshire, Melbourne University 
Press, Dymock’s, Horwitz) derived economic viability from the interlocking and 
sometimes close integration of both activities. (Fabinyi, Semmler and Whitelock, 
eds. 1966: 158)  

The first locally-published children’s publication, A Mother’s Offering to her Children by a 

Lady Long Resident in New South Wales (1841), was therefore a product of its times. 

Published by G.W. Evans (1780-1852), a bookseller who began his career as an 

explorer, 85 it was printed by the Sydney Gazette in ‘newspaper type faces’ (Wighton 

1969: 389); its author was originally anonymous, and as late as 1979 when a facsimile 

                                                           
84 Adam Graham Melville, George Slater, Alfred James Smith and William Maddock, and E.A. 
Petherick amongst others. 
85 Having ‘arrived at Port Jackson aboard the HMS Buffalo in October 1802, he fulfilled a number 
of government positions before ‘he was ordered by the Governor to retrace the course of 
Wentworth and Lawson over the Blue Mountains and so discovered the Bathurst Plains’ then 
explored with Oxley, before becoming Surveyor-General of Van Dieman’s Land. His retirement to 
England was curtailed by a bank crash and he returned to Australia, establishing a bookselling 
business in 1832 in Sydney where he also ‘ran his own Australian Circulating Library amid strong 
competition’. He was part of a growing number of booksellers in the thirties, including William 
McGarvie, who bought his bookselling business from the proprietor of the Sydney Gazette, and 
Robert Howe (1795-1829), whose father had been the first printer. 
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was published, her identity had not been resolved, though it has since been proven (Muir 

1980) that a widow, Charlotte Barton (1797-1867), wrote the stories for her children, in 

order to support herself. A didactic tract, it nevertheless gave some ‘selective’ 

information about the colonies:  

Here conveniently gathered together in this first book, we have some of the 
strands that go to make up much of the beginnings of our indigenous children’s 
publishing: natural history, the lore and life of the aborigines and outlandish 
adventures and (let’s face it) bad design,…there is nothing about the bleak look 
of this book that would make it recognizable in any way as a children’s book: it 
does nothing at all to charm or entice the reader… (Wighton 1969: 389)  

Its local content must nevertheless have been a revelation to young readers. Though we 

know little of the publisher’s involvement, and little about the author, it provides the 

earliest evidence ‘that without enterprising booksellers and publishers, many nineteenth 

century Australian children’s books would never have been published’ (Prentice 1988: 

69). Evans’s contribution in publishing this first children’s book was in the same year that 

‘saw the town of Sydney illuminated by gas-light for the first time’ (Prentice 1988: 72). 

Publishing and street-lighting together began to ‘light up’ these early European settlers’ 

lives.  

 

Sporadic local children’s publishing followed, often merely a reprinting of overseas 

works, bearing the imprint of enterprising local firms. ‘A Mother’s Offering was a flash in 

the pan after all and cannot really be seen as the basis for a children’s book publishing 

industry’ (Wighton 1988: 389). Much was often less than attractive in modern terms, and 

the first illustrated book for children, W.G. Mason’s The Australian Picture Pleasure 

Book, published by bookseller J.R. Clarke (1857), ‘does not seem to substantiate the 

promise of its title... [as] a compendium of contemporary engravings’ (Muir 1982: 22). 

Perhaps more appealing to children was ‘what seems to be the first Australian children’s 

book to be printed in colour, The Australian Christmas Storybook, by C. Mason and 

published by Robertson of Melbourne’ (Wighton 1969: 390) in 1871, closely followed in 

the 1870s by Who Killed Cockatoo? by W.A. Cawthorne, based on the popular English 

rhyme, ‘Who Killed Cock Robin?’  

 
Australian Boys and Girls: An Illustrated Annual of Stories by Australian Writers, 
No 1. (1985?) edited by Armand Jerome (Ernest Favenc) appears to be the first 
annual for young people published in Australia. (Lees and Macintyre 1993: 28) 
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The idea of a ‘separate’ children’s literature was still relatively new overseas, too, and 

therefore much adult publishing may have found its way into children’s hands: works by 

Rolf Boldrewood and Ethel Turner, like those of R.M. Ballantyne and Louisa May Alcott, 

were as much adventure and family stories for adults, as they were for children.  

 
Many other booksellers were publishing, though to a lesser extent than the influential 

George Robertson (1825-1898) of Melbourne, the ‘first regular Australian book publisher 

who began to publish as early as the 1950s’ (Mills 1992: 87) expanding to other cities, 

enterprises, and even to an office in London in 1857. He ‘produced about 600 titles 

between 1855 and 1898’ 86 and ‘built up an important publishing list... the first in 

Australia to set up a separate publishing department’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 40). 87 

Few of his books, though, were for children, and so in this regard the most interesting 

bookseller/publisher was undoubtedly E.W. Cole (1832-1918) of the Cole’s Book Arcade 
88 who established a pie stall at the Eastern Market in Bourke Street, Melbourne, outside 

Paddy’s Market from 1865 until 1873, later expanding it to include second hand books 

(Turnley 1974: 33). His philosophy was simple and yet ahead of its time; he ‘realized that 

a shop’s prosperity was increased as customer-shyness was reduced’ (Turnley 1974: 

34) and developed tactics to entice would-be buyers into the stall’s proximity. By 1873 

he had amassed savings and custom and began to advertise it as Cole’s Cheap Book 

Store in The Herald, in advertisements which grew more and more outlandish as his 

imagination took flight. 89 He also created the book trade ‘landmark’, the Cole’s Funny 

Picture Book, which ‘in its own way, is a triumph of Australian editing for children, rather 

than of children’s writing’ (Saxby 1969: 64), drawing liberally from his clipping files of 

‘best-of’ fun for children from already published illustrations, poems, puzzles and jokes. 
                                                           
86 After leaving Glasgow he established his business at 84 Russell Street, Melbourne in March 
1853 with a colleague who had been apprenticed with him, Samuel Mullen (1828-1890). As was 
the order of the day, he ‘met education orders, opened a library and supplied retailers throughout 
Australia and New Zealand’. It is said that his first publication was a sermon in 1855 (Australian 
Dictionary of Biography 1851-1890, 6, 1976: 37).  
87 He and Mullen fell out over Robertson appointing his brother as buyer in London, though he’d 
sent Mullen there to open the office and they never ‘spoke to each other again’. Ironically, though, 
their two bookselling businesses were merged later, in 1921 (‘Robertson, George (1825-1898)’ 
Australian Dictionary of Biography 1851-1890, 6, 1976: 37). 
88 E.W. Cole was born 4 January 1832 at Tenterden, Kent, England. He migrated first to the Cape 
of Good Hope in 1850 and then sailed to Melbourne in 1852. He ‘went to the Forest Creek 
diggings…later bought land at Castlemaine’ and in 1861 he ‘rowed 1500 miles down the River 
Murray from Echuca, taking photos and collecting seeds of native flora’ (Australian Dictionary of 
Biography 1851-1890, 3, 1969: 439). 
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Published in time for Christmas on 24 December 1879 with great fanfare for the grand 

price of one shilling, in it as in subsequent publications, Cole included pars, verses and 

slogans on his theme of the inevitability of a federated world with one religion. In 1882 

he released an enlarged edition of the picture book and a year later expanded into huge, 

lavishly appointed premises, including an  

 
“Ornament Exhibition” which attracted hundreds. He had acquired a shop at 158 
Bourke Street which he had the foresight to envisage as an “arcade”, by virtue of 
depth and narrowness in shape, and created an atmosphere of shopping festivity 
by brilliantly lighting the space, by innovative display units and welcoming 
customer service points. Over the entrance he had mounted a vast horse-shoe-
shaped framework of gas-pipe from the roof, incorporating the gas-pipe lettering 
of COLE’S BOOK ARCADE with flaming jets every few inches. (Turnley 1974: 
40)  

 

Sign writers painted a rainbow arching over the name; staff wore bright red jackets with 

gold armbands; into the roof he had a light fitted, and added shiny brass pillars 

throughout, for further gaiety. It was launched with tremendous celebrations on Cup Day, 

November, 1883. Thus, in buying Augustine Barbete’s Spanish Restaurant in Bourke 

Street,  

 
he virtually gutted it. The two upper floors became circumambulatory balconies 
so that daylight from an arched glass roof reached the ground floor…and he later 
extended the arcade from Bourke Street to Little Collins Street. (Australian 
Dictionary of Biography 3, 1851-1890, 1969: 439)  

 

His slogans were embossed on a series of ‘medals’ sold for 3d. (three pence) as 

admission tokens when the crowds became ‘unmanageable’ (ADB 3 1969: 439). These 

‘medals’ had earlier been developed as shoppers’ tokens, redeemable only at Cole’s 

Book Arcade. 90 Cole thereafter produced a number of his books together with his own 

editions of English picture and story books to which he bought the rights. He followed 

well-worn traditions by vacillating between being a bookseller and publisher, but how he 

sold and published books made him stand out. He ran competitions, created a sideshow 

atmosphere and installed ‘two little mechanical men at the entrance turning over a series 

of advertising boards which fell against each other with a tinny clash, thus catching the 
                                                                                                                                                                             
89 He had become so successful that in that year he employed his first staff member, Mr W.T. 
Pyke. 
90 Where the earlier tokens were deliberately ‘dropped’ by staff members all over the city on their 
way to and from work, and could be used to claim a prize of pencil, pen or similar, this new series 
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ear as well as the eye’ (ADB 3 1969: 439) and entertained via gimmicks such as a giant 

aviary of talking birds and monkeys. His publishing continued for forty years, and the 

booming 1880s enhanced business when he bought the ‘depression-hit bookshops of 

E.A. Petherick in Adelaide and Sydney’ (Turnley 1974: 121). Music, and tricks such as 

‘The Hen that Cackles and Lays Eggs’ (Turnley 1974: 100), became fixtures as did his 

wife’s ‘Novelty Evenings’. He later published Mollie’s Adventures (1908), 91 one of Ida 

Rentoul Outhwaite’s (1888-1960) earliest titles. He is said to have ‘invented’ the book 

marketing campaign in Australia. He died in 1918 and when his store closed in 1929 it 

had produced Cole’s Funny Picture Book in its ‘fifty-eighth edition…(with) claims that 

630,000 copies had been sold’ (Muir 1996: 37). Though they lacked any real Australian 

content, the success of these many reprints demonstrated that ‘Australian publishing of 

a kind could take on,…providing that costs of authorship and distribution were kept to a 

minimum and that there was plenty of value for money from the buyer’s point of view’ 

(Wighton 1969: 390). As Randolph Stow fondly put it in the late 1950s:  

 
He was a late Victorian to the bootnails, a curious compound of the essences of 
Edward Lear, H.G. Wells, and an American department store pioneer… [His 
picture books] are among the oddest, oldest and most deeply rooted of 
Australian traditions. Mr Cole would probably feel slightly cheated to know that 
they no longer require any advertisement at all. (Stow 1958: 22) 

 

Cole exemplified the need for sound business practices to inform and to creatively 

expand the potential of a cultural book enterprise.  

 

Several other nineteenth-century booksellers/printers produced alphabet books. J.R. 

Clarke’s The Australian Alphabet of Natural History (1857?) was followed by the fine 

efforts of the Calvert Brothers, William (1819-1880?) and Samuel (1828-1913), 92 whose 

wood engravings (influenced by William Blake) appeared in a series of ‘six-penny picture 
                                                                                                                                                                             
were prizes in themselves which shoppers were given with their purchases and which they duly 
wore, and in so doing advertised the arcade for its owner! 
91 The business continued to develop eccentric appendages such as the Smiling Gallery, the 
Wonderland and the Black Man Who Turned White until, first the death of Eliza, E.W. Cole’s wife, 
on 15 March 1911, and then E.W.’s retirement to a grandiose home in the country at Earlsbrae 
Hall, Essendon. He died there on 16 December 1918. The arcade limped on under the 
mismanagement of trustees until 1929 when it was finally wound up. The Sydney branch was 
sold and wound up in 1924; the Adelaide branch was sold to Benjamin Beck and became the 
Beck Book Company; the Melbourne branch was bought by G.J. Coles and Co. Later, Cole 
Turnley, E.W.’s son-in-law, immortalized his achievements in a biography published in 1974. 
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books’ advertised at the Intercolonial Exhibition in Melbourne in 1875 (Muir 1982: 34), 

the first of which seems to have been The Young Australian’s Alphabet (1871). Then 

came Australian Furs and Feathers by Mary Anne Fitzgerald (Edwards Dunlop & Co., 

1889) which was ‘the first [Australian] illustrated natural history book for children’ 

(Wighton 1969: 39). But despite such occasional local successes, 93 publishing 

remained generally foreign in its influences.  

 
It would be impossible to state exactly the number of Australian children’s books 
which succeeded A Mother’s Offering to the end of the century. It has been 
possible to trace about fifty, only about a third of which were published in 
Australia. Often the authors were only visitors to this country, and some would 
appear never to have set foot in the land at all, so distorted is their picture of local 
conditions. (Saxby 1969: 31)  

 

Three Australian bookselling companies of that time later came to wield significant 

influence in the Australian publishing industry. Lothian Books was begun by John Inglis 

Lothian (1851-1940) who emigrated to Australia from Scotland in 1888 as a 

representative of Walter Scott Publishing Co. Ltd. (Dandos 1988: 32) and established a 

business two weeks after docking in Melbourne on the steamship Ormuz, on 18 July 

1888 (Sayers 1988: 8-9). He continued his travels, it might be said, by being ‘the first 

publishers’ representative to visit Australian and New Zealand booksellers annually’ 

(Sayers 1988: 11). He built his fortunes and, after the turn of the century, established 

one of the earliest independent Australian publishing houses surviving to the present 

day. William Charles Rigby (1834-1913) was apprenticed to the London bookselling firm 

of Parker and Sons with George Robertson and Samuel Mullens 94 and after emigrating  

he opened a stationery shop in Bourke Street, Melbourne, then set off for Adelaide in 

1859, and established a business in Hindley Street as W.C. Rigby, Bookseller, Stationer 

and Newsagent, later also to become an influential publisher. The third local company 

was a stationer’s, begun by John Sands (1818-1873), an ‘engraver, printer and stationer 

born in Sandhurst, Berkshire, England’ (ADB 6, 1976: 85) who came to Sydney for his 
                                                                                                                                                                             
92 ‘John and William Calvert had emigrated to Adelaide in 1848, and their brother Samuel arrived 
in 1852, later to join William as Calvert Brothers, Engravers, Lithographers and Draftsmen’ (Lees 
and Macintyre 1993: 83).  
93 Samuel Mullen (1828-1890), Edward Augustus Petherick (1847-1917) and William Dymock 
(1861-1900) were three other booksellers who were active in both selling and printing during this 
time. 
94 Married at eighteen, he decided to try his luck on the goldfields and set off in his 48-ton lugger 
The Gem with wife, baby son, members of his wife’s family, the Capels, and a crew of seven in 
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health in 1837, ‘after serving an apprenticeship as an engraver and map-colourer’ and 

‘set up a retail business in George Street’ (ADB 6, 1976: 86) operating from these 

premises until ‘in 1848 he took over Mary Reibey’s [q.v.] house and shop front and on 

this site, next to the General Post Office, the firm operated until 1970’. 95 By 1870  

 
as stationers, booksellers, printers and account book manufacturers the firm was 
one of the largest of its kind in Australia and in that year won prizes for printing 
and book production at the Intercolonial Exhibition in Sydney. (ADB 6, 1976: 86) 
96  

 

In 1881 it ‘offered one of the first groups of Christmas and New Year cards in Australia’ 

(ADB 6, 1976: 86). All three of these family-owned companies continued through 

decades of mixed fortunes, and were to operate influential children’s publishing 

interests, much later in their futures.  

 

The gradual decline of all this bookseller-instigated local publishing activity may be put 

down to several factors 97  which began to impinge on these colonials’ brief ascendancy.  

 
The crash of the early 1890s, the collapse shortly afterwards of Petherick’s 
import-export concern, the multiplication of “Colonial Libraries” from London 
publishers to market cheap novels, the spread of the practice of printing title-
pages with Melbourne and Sydney addresses for a part of a basically English 
edition, all this accentuated the contrast between the 1880s and the following  
decade. Inexorably control of distribution slipped out of Australian hands as the  
Gold Rush generation disappeared, leaving only Cole as a survivor till the end of  
 

                                                                                                                                                                             
1853. It arrived in Melbourne four months later and he spent some time on the goldfields (Page, 
Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. Unpublished manuscript). 
95 The business underwent various changes in partnerships in Sydney and Melbourne and ‘in 
1860 Dugald MacDougall (1834-1885) joined them as Melbourne Manager and the firm became 
Sands, Kenny & Co. and in 1861, Sands and MacDougall when Kenny left the partnership 
(Australian Dictionary of Biography 1851-1890, 6: 1976) 
96 After the founder’s death it was split into two companies with which his sons were involved, and 
the Sydney-based firm had, by the late 1870s, its own Chrome Lithographic Works, and ‘was 
manufacturing stationery and printing coloured labels and greeting cards’ (Prentice 1987: 90). 
97 At the same time, George Robertson retired and J.S. Gotch, one of the leading distributors, 
was sold to W.F. Berrill and J.B. Poole (Gordon and Gotch London: the story of the Gordon & 
Gotch Century 1853-1953 1953: 31). 
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the First World War. (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 42) 
 

Lyons notes that  

 
this dependence on British publishing houses would not have lasted as long as it 
did if it had not also been immensely profitable to Australian booksellers. They 
were not servile victims of the regime but very active protagonists in the imperial 
relationship… (Lyons, Lyons and Arnold, 2001: 24)  

 

Kirsop concurs that, ‘Australian booksellers accepted close ties with English publishers’ 

(Kirsop 1969: 15). Contrary to the rhetoric concerning British imperialism, this 

traditionally ‘intimate’ connection with their British colleagues, worked to their mutual 

commercial advantage.  

 

UK Publishers’ Representatives’ Control  

 
The ‘dearth’ of local publishing growth may also be traced to the importance of Australia 

as a market for British books and  

 
it is possible to try to make sense of a development that went from the official 
press and individual expedients of the first years to the progressive installation – 
well before 1901 – of local offices or agencies of British publishing houses and to 
the beginnings of the closed market system. (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 17)  

 

Australia was  

 
the largest market for British book exports from 1889 to 1953, and Melbourne 
received more colonial editions that any other port of the British Empire. 
According to Board of Trade statistics, over 25 per cent of British book exports 
were destined for the Australian market between 1900 and the Second World 
War. (Lyons 2001: 19)   

 

And to protect this market UK houses began using local representatives or offices, 

leading to ‘the displacement of Melbourne merchant-importers by these “agents” of 

European manufacturers [which] has been noted as a major commercial development of 

the 1880s’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 42). The House of Cassell (founded in 1848) 

was first to send Charles Gardner in May 1884, to establish an office whose ‘principal 

business…has…been the marketing of Cassell publications from London’ (Nowell-Smith 

1958: 266). Ward, Lock and Co. (founded in 1854) followed suit a few months later in 

Melbourne, with a branch opened by William Steele. The intentions of these agencies 
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are explained tellingly in Liveing’s history of Ward, Lock: ‘The value to a publisher of 

establishing an outpost in the Commonwealth does not lie only in furthering the sales of 

its books’ (Liveing 1959: 96). Liveing was referring here to the discovery of such colonial 

successes as Ethel Turner and Mary Grant Bruce who continued throughout their lives 

to be published in Britain. As Scutter points out, Steele  

 
wanted to find an Australian equivalent of Alcott’s Little Women. It was to him that 
Ethel Turner submitted Seven Little Australians (1894), which became a 
landmark for the way in which it represented a new urban and domestic realism, 
and for its refreshingly uninhibited Australian children. (Scutter, Lyons and Arnold 
2001: 298, 300) 

 

Ward, Lock’s branch was managed faithfully by Steele who was given a twenty-fifth 

anniversary party in 1909 in London, since none of the directors ever ventured south 

until 1948 when the Chairman ‘made a tour of Australia’ (Liveing 1959: 104). In 1893 

Ward, Lock also published its own alphabet to rival the Calvert Brothers’ efforts. 

However, Advance Australia ABC was not only produced in London, but was illustrated 

by a person unfamiliar with Australian life. The company discovered other writers, such 

as Lillian Turner (Ethel’s sister), Evelyn Goode, Vera Dwyer, Constance Mackness and 

Lillian Pyke, but because they were all published in the UK there was little Australian 

industry development. For example, the illustrations in these publications were done by 

the staff artists employed by the London office. Muir maintains therefore that ‘the 

domination of this market by Ward, Lock for over fifty years deprived Australian artists of 

the opportunity of illustrating this large number of books’ (Muir 1982: 61). Ward, Lock did 

use one artist who knew how to illustrate Australian scenes – J. Macfarlane – otherwise, 

in general, the artwork used did not present a true picture of Australian life. 

 

Another overseas publisher, the House of Collins founded by William Collins (1789-

1853) in 1819 in Scotland, similarly established a ‘warehouse and showroom’ in Sydney 

in 1876 (Keir 1952: 179) after first sending ‘John Mcleod, an experienced salesman, to 

report on the advantages of direct permanent representation in Australia and New 

Zealand (1872).’ 98 This foray indicated a ready market and consequently  

                                                           
98 Already in both Dominions, William Collins enjoyed a kind of favoured family treatment, partly 
because of the venturesomeness his travellers or agents had already displayed, but also 
because so many Free Kirk Scotsmen had emigrated to the Antipodes after the Disruption (Keir 
1952: 179). 
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the Collins books entered Australia early; and for many years the firm of Bright 
Bros. in Sydney, acting as agents for the house, brought into the country varied 
and curious shipments – Bibles, schoolbooks, and household publications… As 
the demand grew, McGreadie, Thomas & Niven were appointed sole canvassers 
for all publications of the house in Australia and New Zealand…99 (Keir 1952: 
182) 

 

Collins also learned the value of discovering local talent to further its business interests: 

‘of seven primers and readers, compiled by Australian teachers but printed in Glasgow, 

almost four million copies were sold within twenty years’ (Keir 1952: 182). The Australian 

connection invigorated Collins’ children’s publishing program  

 
and in 1900 [Collins] started a catalogue of juvenile literature, known to 
booksellers as Reward Books – the first series of children’s fiction, it is believed 
in Glasgow, to be illustrated throughout in colour. It soon achieved an annual 
sale of more than one million copies… This gratifying success was due not only 
to the careful combing of old-time children’s classics, but to the enlistment of 
skilled contemporary writers for children under the editorial guidance of a well-
known writer of boys’ stories, Herbert Hayens. (Keir 1952: 214)  

 

Hayens wrote many of Collins’ successful adventure stories while his ‘school stories, in 

the Play-up Series, catered as successfully for boys as Elsie Oxenham did for girls in her 

companion Abbey Girls series’ (Keir 1952: 215). Collins authors of the time were 

Manville-Fenn, Bessie Marchant, Mabel Quiller-Couch, Mrs L.T. Meade, Florence 

Dugdale, Katherine Tynan and Andrew Lang, many of whom found their way into 

Australian homes. Collins, like others, regarded as its ‘right’, the ability to trade as freely 

as possible in the Antipodes’100 and therefore established a presence in Australia, 101 to 

take advantage of the market’s potential. Another publisher, Oxford University Press, 102 

between 1890 and 1908 sent E.R. Bartholomew regularly to Australia representing 

Hodder & Stoughton, OUP and other publishers. Its Australian office was established a 

                                                           
99 ‘But the visionaries of Herriot Hill were still so dissatisfied that in 1874 another traveller, 
Thomas Walker, made a two year-tour, rewarded by large contracts for schoolbooks and 
stationery… On his return to Glasgow it was decided to open a permanent warehouse and 
showroom at 69 York Street, Sydney under the family name’ (Keir 1952: 180). 
100  ‘William Collins Dickson, after touring New Zealand and Australia, reported the need for a 
stationery manufactory in Sydney to combat the high protective tariff imposed by the Australian 
government. The consequence of that report was yet another addition to the firm’s properties - a 
seven-storey building at 105 Clarence Street, Sydney (1903)’ (Keir 1952: 217). 
101 Later, an ‘Australian stationery factory was opened near Sydney’ in 1929 (Keir 1952: 51).  
102 Printed its first book in 1478 (two years after William Caxton set up his press at Westminster) 
and established its first secretary in 1866 and appointed the first business manager, Henry 
Frowde, in 1880, who was subsequently in 1883 given the title Publisher to the University (Eyre 
1978).  
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little later, though, in 1908, in Melbourne, when E.R .Bartholomew came out from the 

UK, with his son who had been with the firm since 1905 and who succeeded him, retiring 

in 1949. They were both dismayed when in 1911-12, Hodder & Stoughton decided to 

establish its own Australian office. Because of the demands attached to covering the 

territories in both Australia and New Zealand, and because of instructions from London 

to find an educational representative and to seek out works to publish, W.H. Wood was 

appointed as an additional representative and from that time Bartholomew ‘began to 

take a genuine interest himself in the possibilities of Australian publishing’ (Eyre 1978: 

10). Such companies thus acted as an ongoing challenge to local booksellers and 

publishers.  

 

Lack of Institutional Support for Publishing from Libraries and the Educational 

Sector  
 

The same circumstances which mitigated against publishing development also slowed 

library growth and therefore hampered demands for local product. The first public or free 

library in Australia was the Wesleyan Library, which opened in Hobart in 1825, where the 

first School of Arts Mechanics’ Institute library also opened in 1827. The latter was 

based on ‘a movement initiated by George Birkbeck in England to ‘provide opportunities 

for self-improvement’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 142). A third type of library was the 

Australian Subscription Library and Reading Room founded in 1926 in Sydney which 

charged an ‘entrance subscription large enough to discourage social undesirables from 

applying for membership’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 141).  This tardiness – no 

Australian colony had a library for almost 40 years after the First Fleet arrived – can be 

traced to  

 
the unpromising character of the vast majority of the first settlers as far as things 
of the mind were concerned…a prevailing and quite understandable lack of 
commitment to their new land, on the part of the both the guarded and the 
guards…[and] the struggle with the environment. (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 
140)  
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State Libraries, similarly, were established slowly, 103 as were universities 104 and in the 

absence of a strong free library movement, Australia witnessed instead the growth of the 

School of Arts or Mechanics’ Institute libraries just as they were beginning to decline in 

popularity in the UK. The Public Libraries Act was passed there in 1850, but meanwhile 

in Australia, ‘by the end of the century there were probably more such libraries than 

there were ever established in Britain’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 145). One 

uncomfortable result of the lack of public libraries and a reliance on the limited 

subscription libraries was that state library collections were established with a confused 

dual purpose of having to offer both reference and lending services. So, with this dearth 

of public library service, readers without a private book collection had little exposure to 

the attractions of Australian literature. Public libraries were woefully under-serviced. 

‘Compared with the hundreds of subscription libraries in Athenaeums, Schools of Arts, 

Mechanics’ Institutes and Literary Institutes in Australia in 1890, the free libraries…were 

relatively recent and distinctly rare’ (Jones, Lyons and Arnold 2001:158). So, although 

there were also circulating libraries, and libraries funded by companies for the benefit of 

their workers (one of the largest, the NSW Railway Institute Library, stocked mainly 

overseas titles for the children of company employees), ‘as a rule workplace libraries did 

little to promote Australian literature’ (Jones, Lyons and Arnold 2001: 179). And in any 

case, as Grenby notes on the UK situation, it is difficult to ascertain how much children’s 

literature was provided by circulating libraries, and it seems unlikely that they ‘fostered 

the early life of children’s literature in the way that they had nurtured the novel’ (Grenby 

2002: 34). The so-called ‘rental libraries’ had a huge influence on adult readers, and 

even when three states legislated for free services (NSW, 1867; Victoria, 1885; and SA, 

1898) the Institute libraries remained more powerful and free libraries tended not to 

survive.  

 
In addition to financing the state libraries and especially their direct lending and 
non-metropolitan support functions, [the states] were also by the end of this 
period, substantially committed to subsidizing schools of arts and mechanics 
institutes. (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 146)  

 

                                                           
103 State Library of Victoria in 1853; NSW in 1869; Tasmania in 1870; South Australia in 1886; 
Western Australia in 1887 and Queensland in 1890. Significantly, though, the State Library of 
South Australia established a special children’s collection in 1915.  
104 The first opened in Sydney in 1851; Melbourne in 1853; Adelaide in 1874; and Tasmania in 
1890. Neither Queensland nor Western Australia had any university until after Federation, with 
the University of Queensland opening in 1910 and the University of Western Australia in 1912.  
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In such a situation, the concept of free library service for children was unlikely to 

eventuate.  

 

Education, too, influences demands for literature and the colonies embraced the concept 

of universal education only gradually, with primary schools evolving in small communities 

which were serviced by ‘one-teacher schools.’ The need for educational materials was 

sometimes met by educationalists such as James Bonwick (1817-1906) who arrived in 

1841, opened the first free day school in Tasmania, became an inspector of schools and 

‘among the fifty or more books and pamphlets which he wrote were some of the first 

school textbooks produced in Australia’ (Lees and Macintyre 1993: 58). But apart from 

such isolated examples 105 much educational demand was also met by overseas 

publications. The disincentive for local educational publishing growth was compounded 

by the fact that  

 
by 1901 Australian education, except in Western Australia, was suffering from the 
financial effects of the long economic depression. But there was an abundance of 
schools and pupils… Of the 9,353 schools with a total enrolment of 887,137 
pupils, most were “free” public (state) schools, and the bulk of these were one-
teacher schools with enrolments of between 10 and 30 students. (Burke and 
Spaull 2001: 433)  

 

The Council of Education formed in 1866 and private secondary schools developed; but 

state secondary education, established by the Public Instruction Act of 1880 (Saxby 

1969: 73), lagged behind.  

 
The peculiarity of Australian education…was the absolute centralized control by 
the state of each public education system, and since local interest is fitful, the 
external equipment of the schools is usually of an inferior character. (Burke and 
Spaull 433)  

 

Much was patently inappropriate for local children’s interests. 

 
For decade after decade hundreds of thousands of Australian children were 
brought up on school readers that totally confused their historical and 
environmental values. In the Irish National Board Reading Book series, which 
was widely used, Ireland was always referred to as “home”. (Dutton 1984: 67) 

                                                           
105 His books included The Reader for Australian Youth (1852) and How Does a Tree Grow? or, 
Botany for Young Australians (1857). ‘He also published the Australian Gold-Diggers Monthly 
Magazine (1852-3), one of the first Australian journals to have a children’s section’ (Lees and 
Macintyre 1993: 59). 
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Such inculcated cultural imperialism was challenged only by isolated influences, such as 

school papers and magazines. South Australia’s Children’s Hour, the school paper read 

by pupils in the public schools of South Australia, which began in 1890, ‘was the first 

indigenous magazine for children…in Australia’ (Dutton 1984: 68). ‘In 1898 the Victorian 

Education Department instituted The School Paper, and in New South Wales The 

Australian School Paper and later The Commonwealth School Paper (1904-15)’ (Saxby 

1969: 74). The Queensland School Paper appeared in 1905, and Western Australia 

used the Victorian School Paper for some years. ‘It would seem likely, too, that they 

encouraged writing for children in this country in that they provided a market for aspiring 

authors, and publicized new books by Australian writers’ (Saxby 1969: 74). Meanwhile 

many isolated children attended ‘Correspondence Schools’ which used largely imported 

or irrelevant materials. In essence, Australian education did not promise support for local 

literature’s development, and much demand was met by overseas educational publishing 

companies. The Australian book trade was derived from such ‘Colonialist’ beginnings 

and has continued to carry with it remnants of its early problems. The children’s 

publisher was further hampered by a lack of appreciation of both the cultural and 

commercial benefits of a children’s list, and by the ‘marginalization’ endemic to the field.   

 

At the beginning of my indicated Phase Two – the 1890s to WWII (1890–1939) – there 

were some incentives to growth, albeit hampered by the continuation of trends outlined 

above, and by new conditions:  

 

• first, the nationalistic fervour of the ‘roaring nineties’ imbued the growth of 

Australian literature;  

• second, the ‘golden age’ of children’s literature arrived and overseas publishers’ 

market domination continued;  

• third, WWI influenced publishing;  

• fourth, booksellers continued to dominate local publishing;  

• fifth, there was a growth of fantasy literature after WWI – during the 1920s, the 

Great  Depression and the 1930s;  

• sixth, new theories of education and childhood created changes;  

• seventh, the slow growth of public and school libraries;  

 

• eighth, popular media culture began to influence reading interests; and  
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• ninth, there was a sporadic appearance of picture books.   

 

Nationalistic Fervour of the ‘Roaring Nineties’ Imbued the Growth of Australian 

Literature  

 
‘Less than fifty children’s books had been published in all the Australian colonies 

together by the 1890s’ (Muir 1983: 18), a decade which is nevertheless often regarded 

as the ‘beginning’ for Australian literature. Imbued by a national pride which also led to 

the establishment of Angus & Robertson, 

 
a legend of considerable dimensions [grew] up around the 1890s; in these years, 
people first felt themselves to be Australians, and perceived the six colonies to 
be one nation; inspired by the ideals of unionism and socialism and nationalism. 
(Dutton 1964: 32)  

 

Such nationalistic ideals were tempered by the financial recession of the early 1890s 

and by concominant fears of unemployment and the perceived threat of ‘the introduction 

of Asian or Melanesian labour’ (Rickard 1988: 108) so that ‘a concern about immigration 

and defence fused itself with a new belief that federation might improve economic 

prospects, at least in commanding greater respect on the British money market.’ 

(Rickard 1988: 108)  Writers and artists responded to these issues by seeking 

reassurance in ‘a sense of cultural mission’ (Rickard 1988: 107).  Green describes it as a 

period ‘of a self-conscious concentration, which took the form, in the literary, as in the 

social and political worlds, of a fervent democratic nationalism’ which ‘found its most 

characteristic expression in Lawson’s doctrine of mateship’ (Green 1969: 348). Saxby 

also remarks on the ‘aggressively Australian’ (Saxby 1969: 99) adventure stories which 

began to appear. It was a critical and extraordinarily contradictory period in the 

development of Australian publishing and of children’s publishing in particular. There 

was a great resurgence of Australian creative writing in this time of Louis Becke, Banjo 

Paterson, Henry Lawson, Joseph Furphy, and ‘in children’s literature it’s the time of 

Ethel and Lillian Turner and of Louise and Amy Mack’ (Wighton 1969: 392) when ‘local 

writers displaced the hastily-scribbling travellers and the stay-at-home romancers’ (Niall 

1984: 1) and the hero of these novels began subtly to change to become a ‘new chum’ 

(Niall 1984: 27). ‘There was a move away from the idea of adapting English values to 

Australian conditions towards that of the hero’s becoming an Australian’ (Niall 1984: 27). 

As Australia became more acceptable as both location and market, the ‘new chum’ 
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became just as likely to be from the local city as from England. Adventure stories were 

potential bestsellers, and bushrangers one of the most popular themes. Real bushmen 

like Ned Kelly (who was hanged in 1880), and fictional characters such as Dandy Dick, 

Jack Wright, Frank Reade, Jack Harkaway and Ballarat Bill – created by the popular 

Bracebridge Hemyng – rivalled each other for attention. The ‘bush’ assumed a hallowed 

status just as stories of ordinary suburbia also became ‘fashionable’. Australians had 

begun to ‘settle in.’  

 

Much of this newfound maturity must be attributed to The Bulletin 106 and to J.F. 

Archibald’s (1856-1919) editorship from 1897-1902, during which he ‘bully-ragged 

Australian literature from its pioneer stage of cultural subservience into its second still 

immature stage of aggressive national revolt’ (Dutton 1964: 287). Archibald worked with 

the editor of The Bulletin’s famous ‘Red Page’, A.G. Stephens (1865-1933), who from 

1896-1906 created ‘the third and final stage of cultural independence’ (Dutton 1964: 

287) for Australian writers, publishing Miles Franklin, John Shaw Neilson, Henry Lawson, 

A.B. (‘Banjo’) Paterson and seminal works including A.H. Davis’s (Steele Rudd’s) On 

Our Selection (1899) and Joseph Furphy’s Such is Life (1903). ‘While the Bulletin, 

generally sympathetic to the labour movement, published the odd ballad by Lawson and 

others with a revolutionary flavour, its idealisation of the bush was a more serious 

attempt to forge a progressive but healing ethos.’ (Rickard 1988: 107)   

 

The Bulletin showed an early interest in Australian nursery rhymes and folk culture, too, 

and ‘its critical forum, the ‘Red Page’, was prepared to promote and review writing for 

Australian children’ (Holden 1992c: 24) by publishing advocates for ‘Australian content in 

the school curriculum’ such as the Inspector of Schools for the Public Instruction 

Department, Donald E. Fraser (1864-1918), who ‘wrote under the pseudonym, Jimmie 

Pannikin’ (Holden 1992c: 25). The Bulletin’s strong orienting of Australian writing 

inevitably influenced children’s literature, so that later, when Ethel Turner and Mary 

Grant Bruce became prominent children’s writers, their works had to fall into two 

‘camps’: 

 
The harsh images of Lawson’s vision of the bush reappear in Ethel Turner’s few 
attempts to represent the outback; and Mary Grant Bruce’s novels echo 

                                                           
106 Founded in 1880 by John Haynes, William Macleod and later W.H. Traill.  
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Paterson’s distaste for dusty city streets as well as his belief in the bushman as 
the authentic Australian hero. (Niall 1984: 115)  

 

These tastes not only affected the growth of local publishing but also the policies of 

overseas companies. That this ‘nationalism’ did not take into account Indigenous culture 

is no surprise, though there were some isolated examples of recognition in Mary A. 

Fitzgerald’s King Bungaree’s Pyalla and Stories, Illustrative of Manners and Customs 

that prevailed Among Australian Aborigines (Edwards Dunlop & Co. 1891), the earliest 

example, and Kate Langloh Parker’s Australian Legendary Tales: Folk-lore of the 

Noongahburrahs, as told to the Piccaninnies (Nutt 1896). But, as Niall points out, the 

nationalism encouraged by the Bulletin, with its masthead ‘Australia for the White Man’, 

‘could not take in the Aboriginal, past or present’ (Niall 1984: 206) so books about 

Australia’s first inhabitants remained rare.   

 

Acknowledged as Australia’s first ‘real’ publisher, Angus & Robertson developed from 

the bookselling operations begun by David Angus (1855-1901) and George Robertson 

(1860-1933) in Sydney in 1884. 107 In 1897 A&R published the first local ‘teenage’ novel, 

Teens: A Story of Australian School Girls (1897) by Louise Mack (1874-1935) and her 

Girls Together (1898) which may have been as much a response to Ward, Lock’s 

successes as driven by the desire to produce an original novel for Australian girls (Niall 

1984: 97), suggesting again that the notion of ‘culture’ was, as ever, intricately knit with 

the notion of commerce and profit, and with the competition between local and overseas 

interests. The difference between A&R’s and Ward, Lock’s publications was their use of 

local artists like Frank Mahony and Karna Birmingham.  But though their books were 

well-produced,  

 
they did not yet have the publishing experience, nor access to the overseas 
market that Ward, Lock had. Distribution in Britain could not be handled from 
Sydney, so Teens and Girls Together were sent to Andrew Melrose, a minor 
British publisher, to market there. He was not remarkably successful… Later, 
when Angus and Robertson established their own printing department in the 
1920s, the books sold well, though it was too late for Mack who had parted with 
the copyright in order to pay for her fare overseas. (Muir 1996: 38)  

 

Thus despite her immediate success, Louise Mack’s reputation did not flourish. She 

worked from 1896-1901 at the Bulletin, left Australia in 1901, and ‘remained in England 

                                                           
107 And commenced their publishing in 1888 with H. Peden Steele’s verses, A Crown of Wattle.  
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and Europe for many years, right through the First World War. She returned to Australia, 

published the third book in her Teens series in 1933 and died in Sydney in 1935’ (Adams 

1967: 19). Her career followed the trajectory experienced by many when success in 

Australia came slowly, if at all, and overseas success eluded most, even Henry Lawson. 

Another early ‘one-off’ A&R success was Ethel Pedley’s (1860?-1898) Dot and the 

Kangaroo (1905) 108 illustrated by Frank P. Mahony. A&R also began an aggressive 

school textbook program in 1894 with the Australian School Series, a multi-volume set of 

pocket-sized cheap schoolbooks, followed by major successes such as the Australian 

Copy Book (1896) and the Australian Lettering Book (1898). George Robertson became 

sole owner in 1899 and  

 
if George Robertson of Melbourne can be termed the “father” of Australian 
publishing in a chronological sense, his namesake of Sydney must be regarded 
as its real founder. Not only did he create in Angus & Robertson what became 
Australia’s leading publishing houses, but he brought to bear on publishing a 
skill, a vigour, and a faith in the future of Australian books that surpassed 
anything that had prevailed up to that time. (Australian Encyclopedia 1996: 500)  

 

Throughout his long career he kept a watchful eye on all aspects of the operation, 

managing the company until his death in 1933. ‘Angus & Robertson…dominated 

Australian publishing for 101 years, from 1888 to 1989’ (Alison, Lyons and Arnold 2001: 

27). Local publishing before WWI remained embattled, though, and opinions on A&R’s 

output are mixed. Close maintains that they were  

 
producing little. Most enquiring authors being told, whether their MSS had been 
read or not, that the publishing department was “too busy” to consider them, or 
that their work would not sell, or (occasionally) that they should try a London 
publisher. An author who offered to pay was told that the firm preferred to take  
the risk in its publications (though in fact it did not always do so). (Close 1988: 
22)  
 

Alison, in contrast says that  

 
by 1900 A&R was well established as a publisher and had averaged about 11 
publications a year up to that time. In the succeeding decade the average 
climbed to nearly 20 a year and up to 1920, even with four years of war, the 
annual average rose to 33 titles… In most years 10 or 12 school textbooks were 
reprinted. (Alison 2001: 32)  

 

                                                           
108 Which had been published first by Burleigh posthumously overseas in 1899.   
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But further substantial publishing for children remained in A&R’s future and there were 

only a few other local enterprises (largely booksellers) whose output was small 

compared to overseas publishers, and so imports continued to be the favoured fare for 

young readers.  

 

If Federation signalled a period of ‘national and economic development’ (Saxby 1969: 

72) in which popular literature was influenced by the nationalistic fervour of Lawson, 

Paterson and others, the fact that many successful late nineteenth-century writers (such 

as Rosa Praed, Tasma and Ada Cambridge) had been women also influenced writing 

tastes, and the major children’s writing successes were women. Thus the adventure 

story began to give way to the family story, outback adventure (or saga) and the nature 

story (Saxby 1969: 76). Until well after WWII women dominated Australian children’s 

writing and  

 
a great impetus to the spread of popular confidence in Australian literature...was 
the success of Australian writers for children. Ethel Turner at one stage published 
seven books in five years, and one sold thirty thousand copies; and that was a 
mere token of what were later sold of her total of about fifty books. (Dutton 1964: 
8)  

 

The ‘Golden Age’ of Children’s Literature Arrived and Overseas Publishers’ Market  

Domination Continued 
 

This success must be partly attributed to overseas growth, for children’s book publishing 

in the UK and the US leading up to the 1920s were experiencing a ‘golden age’.  

 
It was a period of expansion during which the great “children’s houses” 
established their reputation and most of the larger firms formed separate 
children’s departments for the first time. Many new firms were founded…it had 
become increasingly difficult for the publisher of an individual book to compete 
successfully against the appeal of the innumerable mass-produced “series” 
which were the predominating feature of the period. (Eyre 1952, 1971: 15-16)  

 

These series lent themselves to mass production by companies like Oxford University 

Press, Ward, Lock and Co. and The House of Warne whose children’s publishing 

programs were becoming more active, and UK publishers sought compatible antipodean 

product, continuing to stymie local growth. UK representatives and branches were 

further established and their colonial editions competed with local publishing.  
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Ward, Lock and Company, for example, exploited its colonial fortunes which had soared 

with the discovery of Ethel Turner (1872-1958) who published her first novel Seven Little 

Australians (Ward, Lock, 1894) abroad. When Turner resisted having it published as part 

of their uniform ‘The Lily Series’, Ward, Lock responded by making it the first in a new 

Australian Gift Book series, and she was powerless despite her protestations, to alter the 

situation. So, while she was given the aesthetically pleasing format she had asked 

William Steele to arrange, ‘having refused to join a series, Ethel Turner found that a 

series had joined her’ (Liveing 1959: 96). Local representatives of British houses in 

moving into the colonial territory effectively displaced their earlier colonial colleagues, 

the bookseller/publishers. So despite the fact that the ‘domestic’ stories of Turner and 

her female counterparts began to assume so much local popularity that Ward Lock had 

to concede that ‘their Australian sales were more important than the traditional “home” 

market’ (Niall 1984: 95), these sales were no real assistance to the local industry.  

 

Between 1894 and 1928 Turner published thirty-eight books, and on her shirt tails could 

be seen to ride several other writers including Lilian Turner (1870-1956) (Ethel’s sister) 

who in 1894 ‘won the first prize in a literary competition run by Cassell & Co., the 

publishers, with a novel called The Lights of Sydney, and altogether published more than 

twenty other books’ (Saxby 1969: 86-7). Other women writers were Lillian Pyke (1881?-

1927), Vera Dwyer (1889-1967), Jean Curlewis (1899-1930) (Ethel’s daughter) and most 

notably, Mary Grant Bruce (1878-1958). Ward, Lock continued to issue its Gift Book 

series, packaging such Australian authors as Constance Mackness (1882-1973) and 

Evelyn Goode (1877-1927) in identical gilt-blocked bindings, which still often depicted an 

Australia with little resemblance to the reality. Evelyn Goode’s Days That Speak (1908), 

for example, was subtitled A Story of Australian Child Life and for it J. Macfarlane drew 

children dressed in pristine sailor suits and boater hats, against backdrops of trees which 

look as if transplanted from Kensington Gardens, engaging in activities such as ‘the 

roasting of almonds as a nursery amusement’ (Goode 1908: 153). They looked far less 

hardy than one would expect of children raised on an Australian property. This is the 

‘domestication’ of the Australian outback, complete with rabbits and geese rather than 

working dogs, kangaroos or dingoes. The look of these books changed forever during 

WWI though, when cloth covers became more common, with inked lettering and 

coloured dust-jackets.  
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The most significant of Ward Lock’s writers was Mary Grant Bruce (1878-1958) who 

bridged the gap between the domestic interiors of Turner, and the outback tales of 

adventure, to create the much-loved stories of Norah Linton, starting with A Little Bush 

Maid (1910) which began as a serial, in the Leader, the paper Bruce edited, in 1905-7. 

Her role on her father’s property Billabong was as an equal – a worker with the men – 

though faithful servants ensured that life was comfortable and privileged. Eventually, in 

the Ward Lock Australian Gift Book series, ‘her output of thirty-eight volumes almost 

equalled the Turner total of forty-four’ (Niall 1984: 116) and Ward, Lock ‘was happy to 

encourage the authors’ rivalry with these parallel titles’ (Niall 1984: 124) occasioned by 

the advent of WWI. William Steele constantly challenged Turner with Bruce’s 

achievements until the competition ended in 1928 when Turner retired. Bruce continued 

to produce a novel a year until 1942, ‘and even managed three extra titles for Angus and 

Robertson under the Cornstalk imprint…as well as two stories for young children 

published in 1920 and 1922 by Whitcombe and Tombs’ (Niall 1984: 124-5).  ‘The 

Lintons’ world may be a safe one but it is kept that way by hard work and the acceptance 

of responsibility. In her own way and in her time Mrs Bruce created her own myth with an 

appeal for the average child.’ (Saxby 1969: 97) Her books were far more ‘serious’ in 

intent than those we would identify as ‘popular’ today and as Saxby remarks: ‘That she 

perpetuated the myth  in a popular “series” would have been an outcome of publishing 

policy’ (Saxby 1969: 97). Constance Mackness (1882-1973), a school principal at 

Warwick, Queensland, largely published overseas as well, and despite her enormous 

successes she retired to obscure and genteel poverty in North Queensland and her 

works gradually disappeared into the same obscurity. In contrast, Ward, Lock had 

profited by ‘effectively captur[ing] the adolescent reading market in Australia when they 

signed contracts with Ethel Turner and Mary Grant Bruce, the two most successful and 

prolific authors of novels for adolescents’ (Nile and Walker, Lyons and Arnold, 2001: 6).  

 

Hutchinson was another overseas publisher with an Australian list and Hodder & 

Stoughton was ‘the single largest publisher of books by Australian authors’ (Nile and 

Walker 2001: 5-6). Oxford University Press was also sending out works in their joint 

venture with Hodder, authored by ‘Herbert Strang’ who not only wrote many but 

commissioned others which included stories of Australia and other colonies. This was in 

the time when ‘Oxford saw children’s books mainly as commercial props for its real and 

 134



less profitable business of scholarly publishing’ (Niall 1984: 139). One commercial 

success was Joseph Bowes whose books such as Comrades (1911) and The Young 

Anzacs (1917) still targeted a British readership, and it was said of Bowes that he ‘wrote 

of tropical Australia with the enthusiasm of a travel agent’ (Niall 1984: 141). An absence 

of children’s books with local resonance was also reflected in the lack of Australian 

realism in a recognizable vernacular like that of Mark Twain’s fictional creations Tom 

Sawyer (1876) and Huckleberry Finn (1884) a puzzle which can also be partly explained 

by British domination:    

 
The vernacular style encouraged by the Bulletin had comparatively little influence 
on children’s books. One reason must be publishing policy: slang, as Ethel 
Turner was told, limited sales. The Sunday-school prize market could not be 
ignored. It was unlikely, however, that propriety was the only reason for the 
scarcity of ‘good bad boy’ heroes… Such characters fitted best into city or small-
town settings; the bush, with its harsh realities, demanded brave, hardy young 
settlers or explorers. The call of the bush, and the call of the British publishers for 
something wild and strange, must have been important in directing writers away 
from the everyday social settings in which a comic rebel-hero could indulge his 
anarchic impulses. (Niall 1984: 133)  

 

The exigencies of the market have often determined the social, cultural and literary 

approaches taken in Australian children’s publishing.  

 
Another popular publishing genre was the Annual, and though local booksellers 

produced some 109 they too were a largely overseas phenomenon. Many ephemeral 

publications such as the Boys Own Paper, The Leisure Hour (which began in 1852), and 

the Girls Own Paper often published annuals with a misleading reference to the country 

in which they were sold in their titles. For example, the so-called Empire Annual for Boys  

had the same generic contents in the Canadian and Australian versions, and had little to 

do with the ‘colonies’ in which they were sold, nor did its equivalent publication, an 

Empire Annual for Girls 110. Manufactured to appear to have local relevance, in reality 

they generally had little.  

 

                                                           
109 Such as the illustrated annual Australian Boys and Girls published by George Robertson in 
Melbourne and Gordon and Gotch in Sydney in 1895. 
110 One edition of which included stories variously titled ‘The Scare Parrot: The Story of a Little 
New Zealand Girl’; ‘A Restless Rest Cure in a Little Canadian Village’ and ‘Scared Stiff: A Story of 
an Australian Girl’s Holiday’. 

 135



The readily available ‘Colonial Editions’ provided another disincentive to local publishing 

growth. ‘It was before 1900 that the colonial trade grew to such proportions that the 

cheap colonial editions of novels were launched by several publishers, Petherick 

amongst them’ (Kirsop 1969: 12). Though such local concerns published colonial 

editions they generally consisted of  waves of imports, ‘In the decades up to 

1914...colonial editions were profitable business for British houses like Methuen, 

Macmillan, Richard Bentley, George Bell and Stanley Unwin who bought the bankrupt 

George Allen in 1913’ (Lyons 2001: 20). In this decade, therefore, despite literary 

ebullience, a ‘crisis’ was faced, with competition from ‘colonial editions put out by the big 

British publishing houses, which presented bestsellers in cheaper format and in larger 

numbers than any Australian publisher could possibly equal’ (Wighton 1969: 392-3). For 

example,  

 

the “Colonial library”, launched by Macmillan in 1886, became the “Empire 
library” in 1913. Then, from 1926 to 1936, there appeared the “Dominions 
editions”, a vehicle for selling Kipling above all. Finally, in 1937, they became an 
“overseas library” which treated the Australian and imperial market no differently 
from export markets worldwide. (Lyons 2001: 22)  

 

The Australian branch of Macmillan’s in Melbourne, which began its operations in 
1904, resembles the Canadian house in that it acts as agent for a number of 
other publishers, is active in the production of educational books for the special 
requirements of the Commonwealth, and has struck firm and vigorous root in 
country of high literary achievement and unbounded promise for the future. 
(Morgan 1943: 166)  

 

By the 1930s, ‘Macmillan was the leading producer of colonial editions, specially 

packaged and priced for shipment to imperial markets like Australia (Lyons 2001: 22). 

Australia’s import dollars tripled but by 1935  

 
British home production had begun to flag, and the deteriorating world situation 
forced a reduction in the export business. In 1937 the Readers’ Union centralized 
the publication of colonial editions, distributed in Australia through Robertson & 
Mullens. (Lyons 2001: 20)  

 

(A third wave of exports after 1946 will be covered in subsequent chapters.) Meanwhile 

authors like Henry Lawson continued to be scathing about the local preference for British 

imprints. 
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WWI Influenced Publishing  
 

So, at the outbreak of WWI, the situation was still a mixture of the influences which had 

characterized nineteenth-century growth – UK domination aided by local agents and 

representatives and by Australian booksellers. The most important challenge was 

presented by A&R which, apart from other smaller local companies’ meagre output 

remained the only real local general publisher, as opposed to schools publishers such as 

Whitcombe and Tombs. WWI had several effects on publishing, with paper shortages 

causing demand for local product, and war-themed books such as The Young Australian 

ABC with its ‘A is for Anzac’, illustrated in stridently nationalistic terms (Muir 1982: 36) 

becoming popular. The war featured in many novels, too, in which ‘the common factor’ 

(Niall 1984: 159) was ‘Australia’s instinctive commitment to England’s cause’ (Niall 1984: 

159-160). Ethel Turner’s wartime trilogy – The Cub (1915), Captain Cub (1917) and 

Brigid and the Cub (1919) ‘is notable for its freedom from anti-German hysteria and for 

its sympathetic portrayal of a reluctant Anzac; the ideal of loyalty to Empire is combined 

with a strong sense of Australian nationalism’ (Australian Dictionary of Biography 12, 

1990: 291) but this was a rarity. For example, Constance Mackness’s Growing Up (n.d.) 

was a ‘tear-jerker’ firmly located in the tradition of overseas classics such as Alcott’s 

Eight Cousins (1875). Despite the enormous losses of life and livelihood, writings were 

largely pro-war, and ‘so intense was the commitment to the war of Ethel Turner and 

Mary Grant Bruce that their work took on the immediacy of a newspaper report and the 

direct moral appeal of a recruiting officer’ (Niall 1979: 146). Their picture of Australian life 

was founded ‘firmly on the assumptions of the Australian middle-class family, for whom 

God is in his heaven; England is home; wars always end; and droughts break just in 

time’ (Niall 1979: 191). War, in short, had the effect of deferring the promise of 

independence heralded by 1890s nationalism, while it conversely also engendered the 

flowering of some classically Australian works ‘as part of the pictorial propaganda of a 

nation finding, for the first time, a national bond of shared imagery and sentiment which 

proudly proclaimed ‘Australia’ ’ (Holden 1992c: 29-30). For war also encouraged the 

‘imaginative call to arms’ (Holden 1992c: 29) issued by the Bulletin in 1917 when it 

advertised its competition for Australian nursery rhymes:  

 
“A guinea will be given for the best nursery rime written by an Australian... No 
parodies will be accepted... Competitors need not deliberately drag in Australian 
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references or Australian color—an Australian kid wouldn’t.” (‘Wanted: Australian 
Nursery Rimes’ Bulletin [30 August 1917], ‘Red Page’, quoted Holden 1992c:29)  

 

The huge response led to entries taking up an entire ‘Red Page’ on 18 October 1917, to 

its reprint, and to the publication of an illustrated Christmas booklet entitled Australian 

Nursery Rimes (1917) of which 10,000 copies were produced – ‘an enormous print run 

for any Australian publication at the time let alone a children’s item’ (Holden 1992c: 31). 

The competition discovered such idiosyncratic verses as:   

 
Captain Cook  
Broke his hook 
Fishing for Australia. 
Captain Cook 
Wrote a book  
All about Australia.  

 

Holden maintains that the ‘recognition of this pioneering interest illuminates the almost 

invisible landscape of family folklore in Australia and helps to offset the myth that such 

interest was not evident until the second half of the twentieth century’ (Holden 1992c: 

32). It generated an ‘ambitious publishing proposal [put to A&R] which involved six 

Australian poets’ (Holden 1992c: 45) but which was ‘after an initial burst of interest and 

activity’ (Holden 1992c: 46) never completed. ‘The only positive outcome of this ill-fated 

project was that C.J. Dennis’s contributions grew…into an entire publication: his 1921 

work A Book for Kids.’ (Holden 1992c: 48) Another later flowering of this nursery rhyme 

movement was the discovery of nursery songs such as Marion Sinclair’s: 

 
Kookaburra sits on an old gum tree,  
Merry, merry king of the bush is he.  
Laugh, kookaburra, laugh, kookaburra, 
Gay your life must be.   

 

This remains ‘the best-known round song ever taught in Australian schools and so 

widespread is its popularity that it has achieved one characteristic of folklore: some 

reprintings credit it to anonymous or traditional sources!’ (Holden 1992c: 63). 

 
Increasingly active British houses continued to maintain strong Antipodean 

representation and ‘advertisements in Australian newspapers in the 1920s in the weeks 

before Christmas give some idea of the aggressive mass marketing by English 

publishers’ (Muir 1996: 40). From 1912, for example, Hicks Smith & Wright represented 
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several UK publishers including The House of Warne in particular from the 1920s (King 

1965: 96). British involvement was remote, and in both Australian and NZ, ‘some older 

staff members of earlier days can recall Frederick Warne Stephens’ annual visit, when 

he left England in November to arrive at Dunedin, New Zealand, in Christmas week’ 

(King 1965: 96). Oxford University Press, too, maintained a strong local presence, while 

beginning to produce a higher quality, more competitive product. Grace Hogarth 111 had 

been recruited by Geoffrey Cumberlege (who’d worked with her in New York) to the list 

in 1936, and her ideas about the willingness of a child reader to engage with a more 

sophisticated or ‘literary’ text  started to shape it though she actually left in 1938 (before 

Ely and L’Estrange retired). 112 Books for children published locally were of the familiar 

gilt-lettered variety – a practice which continued until WWII. ‘Reward’ books were one 

staple and though the intention seemed honourable, it was ‘entirely commercial’ with 

publishers who ‘rivalled each other in publishing large quantities of the most satisfying-

looking books at the cheapest possible prices for this lucrative market’ (Muir 1982: 53). 

Overseas publishers thus continued to fuel the Australian reading public’s demands, 

amidst the exigencies of first the 1890s Depression, followed by a war, another 

depression, and then WWII.   

 

Booksellers Continued to Dominate Local Publishing  
 

And so it was booksellers who continued to benefit from demands. The growth in  

acceptance of Australian children’s authors did nothing to assist the establishment of a 

local publishing industry. Because of costs, and also because of local critical resistance 

to acknowledging the worth of Australian originated books, many authors preferred to 

send their work to British publishers. Most of Ethel Turner’s works were published in 

England; her sister Lillian ‘published 20 novels with English publishers. Mary Grant 

Bruce a little later had 32 novels published by the English firm of Ward, Lock…and only 

six by Australian publishers’ (Wighton 1969: 394). An even more significant result of this 

overseas publication is that ‘the development of the children’s book publishing 

industry…was deprived of a stable basis of bestsellers’ (Wighton 1969: 394). 
                                                           
111 One of her many successes had been to publish Edward Ardizzone’s first book, Little Tim and 
the Brave Sea Captain (1936). 
112 Another of her legacies was the appointment of Kathleen Lines, a writer who had been trained 
by Lillian Smith at the Boys and Girls House in Toronto, as one of her editors, and she remained 
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Bookseller/publishers were hampered by costs and the lack of the steady income which 

bestsellers provide to finance the risky publishing necessary to locate new authors and 

illustrators. Nevertheless, a few significant works emerged, including Mrs Aeneas 

(Jeannie) Gunn’s The Little Black Princess: A True Tale of Life in the Never-Never Land 

(Melville and Mullen, 1905) and We of the Never-Never (Hutchinson, 1908) an adult 

book later adapted for children. In 1898 George Robertson’s company (which had 

wound back its publishing in the 1890s) ‘was reorganised after his death, their publishing 

revived under the talented Edward Vidler who published some important children’s 

books including the three songbooks of the Rentoul sisters’ (Muir 1996: 38), the first 

being The Lady of the Blue Beads by Annie R. Rentoul, illustrated by Ida S. Rentoul 

(George Robertson & Co. of Melbourne, 1908) and Robertson & Mullens published 

Tarella Quinn’s stories in ‘the distinctive rectangular-shaped editions’ (Saxby 1969: 129). 

The Melbourne Children’s Hospital also published several books to raise funds (Muir 

1982: 30) while W.H. Lang’s Australia published by T.C. & E.C. Jack in their Romance of 

Empire series was lavishly illustrated by George Lambert. 113 However, most Australian 

successes were illustrated in Britain, and ‘the artist’s vision of the Australian landscape, 

animals, people was often ludicrous’ (Buick and Walker 1979: 240). The improved 

quality of such British publishing, combined with their trading practices, did not augur 

well for Australian-originated publishing and  

 
taking the collections in the Mitchell and National libraries as representative of 
what was being issued, some half-dozen to a dozen books for children appeared 
each year. Many of these are poor examples of this form of writing and have 
neither intrinsic nor historical interest. (Saxby 1969: 124)  
 

Booksellers and distributors continued to dominate by producing school readers, 

educational texts, and trade publications – companies such as William Brooks and Co. 

which ‘was becoming active in the late 1890s especially in the educational field’ (Muir 

1982: 26) and also published ‘some fine early children’s books’ (Lees and Macintyre 

1993: 70). Not only did the famous artist David Henry Souter (1862-1935) join their staff 

(after working for John Sands) as manager of the art department, but in 1899 they also 

began a short-lived ‘monthly newspaper for children called The Children’s Newspaper’ 

(Muir 1982: 26). Souter continued to influence Brooks publications in the Art Nouveau 

                                                                                                                                                                             
part of Oxford for another twenty years, contributing to the gradual changes which were further 
implemented by Frank Eyre. 
113 ‘Lang was the medico brother of Andrew Lang, the UK folklorist, and was based in country 
NSW’ (Muir 1982: 52). 
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style shared by British artist Walter Crane, and Holden attributes to him a place in the 

‘history of children’s book publishing and illustrating. The production of children’s books 

in Australia is almost exclusively a twentieth-century phenomenon and two of its most 

outstanding turn-of-the-century examples were both illustrated by Souter: Robert Irvine’s] 

Bubbles, His Book (1899) and Ethel Turner’s Gum Leaves (1900)’ (Holden 1992c: 67). 

Another early children’s publisher was ‘W.T. Stead, journalist and philanthropist, [whose] 

series of illustrated books for children which were sold for one penny each…ran from 

1896 to 1920’ (Muir 1992: 41). Whitcombe and Tombs came to be influential 114 as 

textbook publishers and later with school readers, introducing the Southern Cross 

Readers about 1888, followed by Imperial and Pacific Readers (McLaren 1984: vii), and 

‘fostered, from 1908, the mass-produced, low-priced, paper-wrappered children’s 

supplementary readers in a set of series which eventually became known throughout 

Australasia as Whitcombe’s Story Books’ (McLaren 1984: vii). ‘In the period 1908 to 

1965, 490 titles were published and kept in print’ (Curtain 1997: 18) followed by the Live 

Readers (1922-26) and the Progressive Readers (1928-31), and ‘it has been estimated 

that over twelve million copies of Whitcombe’s Story Books were printed during the years 

between 1908 and 1962’ (McLaren 1984: vii). One of the series was the Willie Winkie 

Zoo Books (1918) and another the Juvenile Gift Books by Harold Gaze published in the 

1920s. 115 Whitcombe and Tombs was,  

 
after Angus and Robertson, the second largest publisher of Australian children’s 
books. These readers now appear dreary, but they depended on their cheapness 
which made them widely accessible, especially in school libraries which in those 
days were so pitifully underfunded. (Muir 1998: 40)  

 

Finally, the period also saw Lothian Publishing Co. begun by bookseller Thomas Carlyle 

Lothian (1880-1974) 116 who established his own publishing imprint, Thomas C. Lothian 

in 1905, and published Bernard O’Dowd’s The Silent Land and Other Verses. ‘In his first 

                                                           
114 It had been ‘one of the first five companies to be registered, in 1883, under New Zealand’s 
Companies Act’ and ‘was a merging of a Whitcombe, a bookseller, with Tombs, a printer, in 
Christchurch. Like Robertson’s and A&R, Whitcombe established a London office, but unlike the 
two Australian giants, possibly because they had larger markets at home, Whitcombe’s expanded 
across the Tasman and opened retail outlets in Melbourne in 1902 and later in Geelong, Sydney 
and Perth’ (Curtain 1997: 15). 
115 Other titles were War in Fairyland (1920) China Cat (1921) and The Enchanted Fish (1921). 
116 Who had begun his career as a bookseller with Cole’s Book Arcade, but decided to join his 
father John Inglis Lothian’s firm around 1897 after four years training as a bookseller, and took 
over much of his father’s travelling.  
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three years as a publisher, Thomas published forty books’ (Sayers 1988: 29-30), 117 one 

of the most lasting being Elves and Fairies by Ida Rentoul Outhwaite and Annie R. 

Rentoul (1916), in a limited edition, and by subscription. 118  

 
Some seventy new Lothian books were published between 1920 and the start of 
the Second World War [and] in October 1927 Thomas described his publishing 
policy as embracing fiction, poetry, educational works and general literature. 
(Sayers 1988: 49)  

 

Though non-educational children’s books were not a focus, the early success is worth 

noting, as a preface to their current survival. Other successful enterprises like the 

Railway Bookstall 119 series demonstrated that a local market was growing and that the 

possibility of it being serviced locally was not unrealistic.   

 

                                                           
117 In 1910 Thomas C. Lothian became ‘managing director and principal shareholder’ in John I. 
Lothian and also established, with James Tyrell the Sydney bookseller, a ‘subscription and mail-
order business…the Standard Publishing Co. Pty. Ltd.’ (Sayers 1988: 37). By 1911 the agency 
business ‘had grown remarkably. Nearly fifty publishers were represented’ (Sayers 1988: 41).  
118 Lothian shifted to the Rialto, 497 Collins Street, in 1920, and eventually, nine years after 
incorporation, became the Lothian Publishing Co. Pty. Ltd. in 1924 (Sayers 1988: 45).  
119 In 1879 Henry Lloyd had established bookstalls on railway stations and ferry wharves which 
became the New South Wales Bookstall Company and was later, in 1897, taken over by his 
employee Alfred Cecil Rowlandson (1865-1922) who had been with the firm since 1883. The 
company went on in 1904 to produce its own line of cheap paperbacks ‘that successfully 
pioneered mass-market paperback publishing in Australia’. This ‘Bookstall series’ provided 
severe competition with the British ‘half-crown novels’ and ‘colonial’ editions which were then 
flooding the market. It was launched with Steele Rudd’s Sandy’s Selection, later featured Louis 
Becke, and survived until 1945. J.M. Cantle’s Gum-Tree Gossip (Sydney 1910) is one example of 
their children’s publications, and it is almost certain that children and teenagers must have read 
and been entertained by what was one of the earliest of Australia’s successful ‘mass market’ 
lines ( Mills 1988: 87, 98). 
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Growth of Fantasy Literature After WWI 
 

Australians suffered some of the most challenging social phenomena in their history in 

this period, and in retreating from the excessive suffering of war and economic 

depression, it was perhaps typical of human nature to turn to fantasy. A range of books 

asked the basic question: ‘Do you believe in fairies?’ The haphazard children’s 

publishing characterized by ‘mingy type, thin short lines and extremely bad, clumsy 

illustrations’ (Wighton 1969: 396) found a focus in this kind of story, such that ‘the 

greatest number of books written for children in Australia’ between the wars ‘were fairy 

tales or fantasies, and these it has been shown, originated very early in the development 

of Australian books for children’ (Saxby 1969: 126). One might have expected literary 

movements such as the Jindyworobaks, ‘a nationalist fervour seeking its inspiration in 

the land and its original inhabitants’ (Dutton 1964: 125), to have influenced the course of 

writing but apart from Rex Ingamells’s Aranda Boy (1952) which was ‘a late expression’ 

(Niall 1984: 214) of this movement, there was little nationalism reflected in inter-war 

children’s books; instead they resolutely celebrated a fantasy landscape rather than a 

spiritually realistic one. By the 1930s the notion that children’s fairy stories could be used 

to ‘teach’, led to very poor examples of didactic and sentimentalized writing by creators 

such as Nuri Mass and J.J. Hall – a ‘particular kind of pseudo educative writing for 

children which was quite prevalent’ (Saxby 1969: 149). Such fantasies were also created 

by May Gibbs, Tarella Quinn, Ida Rentoul Outhwaite, Annie Rentoul, Pixie O’Harris and 

Dorothy Wall. 120 Nevertheless, three works of Ida Rentoul Outhwaite ‘represent the 

most elaborate attempts at book production for children in this era’ (Saxby 1969: 132). 

Elves and Fairies (Lothian, 1916), The Enchanted Forest (A. & C. Black, 1921) and The 

Fairyland of Ida Rentoul Outhwaite (Ramsay, 1926) ‘gave a prestige to children’s books 

which had been slow in coming to Australia’ (Saxby 136). Allans the music publishers 

also ‘became more active in the 1930s although they had been publishing an occasional 

children’s book since early in the century’, and by the 1940s ‘were one of the most 

prolific of Australian children’s publishers’ (Muir 1998: 42), including several Outhwaite 

titles.  

 

                                                           
120 H. Tatlock Miller of the Book Nook, Geelong, Victoria, published Olga Cohn’s The Fairies’ Tree 
(1932), More About the Fairies’ Tree (1934) and Castles in the Air (1936). 
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The proliferation of nursery rhymes was similarly a response to war-induced trauma and 

an ‘immediate post-war concern for baby care’ (Holden 1992c: 42) occasioned by 

observations on infant mortality rates. ‘The nation’s greatest assets, its infants and its 

young men, had been decimated and only the latter had received the publicity of 

casualty lists and honour rolls. It was time to redress this imbalance’ (Holden 1992c: 42-

3). This concern was recognized commercially, too, so that 1920s publishing 

demonstrated ‘the increasingly effective use of nursery rhymes in advertising campaigns’ 

(Holden 1992c: 53) which  

 
included the elaborate promotional Christmas ventures staged by Farmer’s Store 
(Sydney) to advance itself as “the Children’s Store”: in December 1919, for 
example, the store staged a series of nursery rhyme tableaux complete with a 
souvenir booklet of traditional nursery rhymes. More typical was the publication of 
a collection of nursery rhymes adapted to incorporate validating references to 
specific nursery-oriented products like baby food, soap, toys and children’s 
clothes. (Holden 1992c: 53)  

 

In the post-WWI period, companies like Bushells, Sunlight Soap and several oil 

companies produced booklets which were often alphabets and other ephemeral 

children’s booklets, such as a Sunlight Painting Book of Animals (1924) and a Sunlight 

Australian ABC (192-?) which also quotes Lever Brothers Limited as listing ‘various 

books and pictures available free in exchange for wrappers of their various soap 

products’ (Muir 1992: 400). Jean and the Shell Fairy was published by the Shell 

Company (n.d.); The Garden Year of Mr Bear, by Arthur Yates & Co. Pty. Ltd. (n.d.) 

advertised one of Australia’s seed houses; The O.K. Fairy Book (Weston Co. Ltd., 1923) 

was published to advertise O.K. jams and sauces; and Stories for Children by Children 

(W.F. McConnell Co-Operative Publicity, Adelaide, 1923) contained ‘illustrated 

advertisements inside front cover, and inside back cover and throughout for various 

household products’ (Muir 1992: 79). Commerce and culture were again in such 

ventures obviously intertwined, but significantly, commercial enterprises that were not in 

publishing at all were seeing a benefit in publishing for children. 

 

Meanwhile, Angus & Robertson had assumed post-war preeminence as ‘a result of the 

publication of several books varying in quality but alike in their wide popularity’ (Wighton 

1969: 394) and its fortunes soared when it latched onto the fantasy ‘craze’. May Gibbs 

(1877-1969) published her Gumnut Babies and Gum Blossom Babies both in booklet 

form in 1916. Gibbs was ‘an astute business woman’, who ‘parlayed her drawings and 
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stories of the Australian bush into comic strips, baby books and bookmarks, and she and 

A&R did very well out of her gumnut babies’ (Kent 2001: 45). A&R also discovered The 

Magic Pudding (1918) by Norman Lindsay (1879-1969), a book Saxby calls the ‘best 

fantasy in Australian writing for children’ (Saxby 1969: 108) which ‘although a 

commercial flop at first,...ultimately proved a lasting cultural and financial triumph – an 

undoubted highlight in Australian children’s books’ (Muir 1998: 39). In the 1920s, with 

C.J. Dennis’s Book for Kids (1921) and Amy Mack’s Bushland Stories (1921), they were 

creating ‘a stable of children’s authors and illustrators...and their efforts presented as 

part of mainstream publishing activities’ (Holden 1992c: 41). This was followed by the 

establishment of ‘a new imprint—the Cornstalk Publishing Company—primarily for 

modest and usually abridged reprints such as the Gumnut Readers series of 1929’ 

(Holden 1992: 65). A&R had been increasingly publishing overseas materials, too, 

including from 1926, L. M. Montgomery’s ten books. In 1927 Ion Idriess’s first novel 

Madman’s Island was published and his bestselling outback adventures, like those of 

Frank Clune, continued to appeal as much to a child readership as to an adult one. 

 

However, between 1926 and 1930, no other new and significant children’s titles were 

issued by A&R (Holden 1992: 65) which had bought Halstead Press in 1929, but ‘had 

mainly ceased publication of its own schoolbooks’ (Alison, Lyons and Arnold, 2001: 34) 

during the Depression and ‘this decline of interest effectively brought to a close a classic 

period of writing and illustrating for Australian children’ (Holden 1992c: 66). One belated 

success, though, was Dorothy Wall’s (1894-1942) The Adventures of Blinky Bill (1933), 

and although  

 
publishing in the 1930s was dominated by the popular writers Ion Idriess, Frank 
Clune and Arthur Upfield… [and] Frank Dalby Davison books, particularly Man-
shy, were frequently reprinted…most years [also] saw a new title from…Dorothy 
Wall and May Gibbs. (Alison 2001: 34)  

 

Wall’s works of animal fantasy were extremely popular, uniformly packaged and well-

priced, and reprints (and media spin-offs!) continue to the present day. Although A&R  

collected her stories into ‘one grossly unattractive volume in 1939’ (Muir 1996: 43) Muir 

says that Blinky Bill ‘despite the best efforts of the publisher’ (Muir 1998: 43) has always 

managed to retain its popularity. (Muir 1996: 43) Her last book, Blinky Bill Joins the 

Army, was published in 1940. During WWII A&R produced 85 titles per year compared to 

70 in the 1930s. ‘By 1945, having contributed some 2500 books and reprints to 
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Australia’s culture, A&R was poised to enter the expansion of the postwar years’ (Alison 

2001: 36).  

 

Other publishers active in the pre-WWII period included Shakespeare Head Publications 

which produced Wild Flower Fairies by Nuri Mass (1937) described as ‘ugly and 

amateur….very gushing text in an ugly squashed up type, …gushing little verses to add 

to the general nauseating quality. The paper is shiny, hard and totally unattractive’ 

(Wighton 1969: 396). Another was Robertson and Mullens 121 who in 1924 organized the 

first children’s book week in Melbourne, and produced paperbacks for children aged 7-8 

and 10-12. Their new edition of Mrs Gunn’s Little Black Princess (1922) ‘proved so 

successful that by 1945 it had sold 320,000 copies’ (Muir 1992: 41), but their publication 

of Tarlton Rayment’s The Prince of the Totem (1933) was a ‘typical example of shoddy 

work of the period’ (Wighton 1969: 396). This, in summary, was the unprepossessing 

basis for post-war expansion.  

 

New Theories of Education and Childhood Created Changes  
   

Although between the wars ‘was a time when the arts were only slightly regarded by the 

greater part of the populace, and it was a time of vigorous commercialism ‘(Muir 1982: 

94), a further more positive influence on Australian society was  

 
the wide diffusion, if not quality, of education [which] had helped give Australians 
the reputation of being great readers. Although public and university libraries 
were often meagrely endowed, circulating libraries, both municipal and 
commercial, catered for the needs of many. (Rickard 1988: 185)  

 

Theories of education were changing and became more ‘child-centred rather than 

content-centred’ (Saxby 1969: 73), and the concept of universal education had an 

important influence on the growth of demand for children’s reading materials. The 

industry was nevertheless far from buoyant, for publishers ‘were still plagued by the 

problem of high production costs, by the necessity of printing comparatively small runs 

and by the horrible lack of any kind of a bestseller to sustain the less successful 

ventures’ (Wighton 1969: 394). Only E.W. Cole had sold substantial bestselling titles, 

though his idiosyncratic ‘advertisements’ in book form were difficult to classify in terms of 

                                                           
121 Which was established in 1921 when George Robertson & Company merged with Melville & 
Mullen, appointing C.H. Peters as general manager. 
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readership, i.e. adult or children’s. Sporadic educational publishing was done by Rigby 
booksellers after WWI 122 too, but ‘the mainstay of the new firm was the school 

department supported by wholesale book and stationery departments, a magazine 

subscription set-up and later a paper department’ (Branson 1986: 40). Rigby bought 

Coles Book Arcade (Rundle Street, Adelaide) in 1929 123 and the new manager, Morley 

Bath, 124 launched Pixie O’Harris (1903-91) on her career with The Pixie O’Harris Fairy 

Book (1925), but ‘the foundation of the Rigby educational publishing department was laid 

with the issue of Dr A. Grenfell Price’s first book, A Causal Geography of the World’ 

(Branson 1986: 40). Rigby would later become a significant publisher, but its pre-war 

successes were at best occasional and hampered by the lack of publishing expertise 

endemic to the industry.   
 

The Slow Growth of Public and School Libraries  
  

Things had also grown worse for libraries hit by war and depression. 

 
Although a subscription library, the Sandhurst Mechanics’ Institute in Victoria, did 
provide some books for children as early as 1900, it was not until 1910 that the 
City of Sydney Public Library (then the Municipal Library) and in 1918 the 
Prahran Public Library in Victoria offered services to children. (Saxby 1971: 15)  

 

The concept of school libraries lay well into the future, though some local public libraries 

offered free services to schools. It was not until 1927 that the School Libraries Branch  

                                                           
122 In 1909 the founder retired and he died in 1913, leaving most of his estate to charity. Morley 
Bath took over when the shop premises were sold after WWI, and formed a private company 
called Rigby Limited administered by trustees. The business stagnated under the trustees, but 
began to publish more.  
123And ‘purchased adjacent to the Rigby warehouse and a shop was built at 16 Grenfell Street. 
Once again Rigbys was back in business as a retail bookseller, stationer and librarian’ (Branson 
1986 :40). 
124 Nevertheless Page notes that neither the trustees nor Bath knew anything about bookselling 
and ‘so Rigby’s had a rollercoaster ride in the years between the world wars’. In 1931, 22-year-
old Vern Branson (who was engaged to Mary, one of Bath’s two daughters) became assistant to 
Bath. The business then included a ‘circulating library run by Hazel Bath, a photographic 
department, and the Adelaide Agency for Tasmanian papermakers’. After Bath’s death in 1946 
Branson became Managing Director of Rigby’s which became a public company, a role he held 
until 1973.   

 147



was opened by the State Library of Western Australia. Funding for specialist library 

services for young people has historically been under-resourced. The bleak situation 

described by the Munn-Pitt report (1935) began to improve only gradually through the 

activities of bodies like the Free Library Movement, and some form of free library 

legislation was enacted in NSW (1938), SA (1939), Tasmania(1943), Queensland 

(1943), Victoria (1946) and Western Australia (1951). Nevertheless, in many areas the 

institutes continued to be subsidized by state governments, in tandem with the support 

they began to offer to free libraries. And Fenwick reported on ‘the poverty of library 

resources’ (Fenwick 1966: 25) in Australian public and school libraries, some thirty years 

later.  

 

Popular Media Culture Began to Influence Reading Interests  
 

Magazines and comic strips were to distract from books and, conversely, to encourage 

local production and support for local creators.  

 
The NSW School Magazine was sent to schools for the first time on February 1, 
1916, and was like a newspaper in those days, with rarely any pictures, but by 
1930, black and white photos began to appear on the front page, and it has 
continued until today to publish the early work of some of Australia’s leading 
creators. In Melbourne The Herald produced Pals edited by Charles Barrett, “The 
Australian Paper for the Australian Boy”. (Muir 1982: 45)  

 

It only survived from 1920-1926 but heralded the growth of many such papers entitled 

variously The Comet, Crossroads, Pastime and The Boomerang, which provided popular 

reading material until after WWII. Comic Strips became regular features in magazines, 

interestingly providing evidence of a key difference between pre- and post- WWII child 

readers, and their role as consumers.  

 
Spending money, for instance, was quite evidently scarce with boys and girls of 
the 1920s and 1930s and even the humble tennis ball has some value as an item 
of barter in the exchange columns that these magazines offered as a free service 
to young readers.’ (Lindesay 1983: 123)  

 

One example was May Gibbs’ Bib and Bub strips (which went from 1924 to 1967) and 

were collected by A&R. Fatty Finn began as a comic strip by Syd Nicholls in the Sydney 

Sunday Times in 1923, spawned annuals from 1929-1930, followed by a Fatty Finn’s 

Weekly (1934-5) which ‘was the first Australian comic book selling over four million 
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copies’ (Lees and Macintyre 1993: 162), and a film, Kid Stakes in 1927. Another 

successful operation catering to the popular reading and gift market was John Sands, 

which by the early twentieth century had ‘branched into manufacturing family games’ and 

whose early books were ‘slotted into the everyday printing schedule, primarily to keep 

the costly printing machinery continually operating’ (Prentice 1987: 90). Among the firm’s 

early book-printing ventures was the Ginger Meggs series of Sunbeams Annuals, the 

first published by Sun Newspapers and printed by Sands in 1924 (Prentice 1987: 90), 

lasting until 1959, and based on the popular comic-strip by James Charles Bancks 

(1889-1952) which first appeared in the Sydney Sunday Sun in 1921, and in Melbourne 

Sun News-Pictorial. Later John Sands  

 
issued a small series called the Sunny South series of Australian Children’s 
Books [in 1931]. …Several painting books were included…and also a striking set 
of cheap shaped books with highly coloured glossy covers representing different 
Australian animals and birds, the only such group of shaped books ever to have 
been published in Australia. (Muir 1982: 41)  

 

The birth of films and the establishment of the Australian Broadcasting Commission in 

1932 were to further influence children’s reading tastes.  

 
Frank Eyre describes the worldwide children’s writer’s dilemma in the 1930s: 

‘Those…who saw themselves as “children’s writers” fell into two classes only, popular 

best-sellers of the Enid Blyton and Captain Johns ilk – and hacks’ (Eyre 1980: 98). So, 

by the beginning of WWII, children’s publishing in the UK, US, Canada, New Zealand 

and Australia was engaged in the second of ‘its two great waves of commercialism’ 

(Eyre 1980: 99). The first had happened with John Newbery in the late eighteenth 

century, and here again a surge of development occurred, resulting in growth in the 

number of children’s book departments. ‘Big’ firms like Blackies, Nelson and Collins 

were riding on the crest of a wave driven by the production of bestsellers, and for them 

the idea of quality publishing was not a main issue. In the UK the arrival of Enid Blyton 

(1897-1968) and the growing successes of other landmark authors like A.A. Milne, 

Arthur Ransome, Noel Streatfield, Mabel Lucy Atwell, Richmal Crompton, and Cecily 

Mary Barker also saw a beginning of a critical decline. Reynolds maintains that literary 

theorists had been engaged since the late Victorian era in a process of marginalizing 

children’s books (as the ‘province’ of women and children) and that by the Second World 

War the industry in Britain was ‘much less buoyant’ (Reynolds and Tucker 1997: 21). 
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The predominant genres at this time were the school, family and fairy story while ‘the 

adventure story which had been so alive in the nineteenth century’ had ‘degenerated into 

conventional mediocrity’ (Saxby 1969: 174). 

 

The Sporadic Appearance of Picture Books  

   
There had been some early Australian illustrated books, but picture books only began to 

appear in the 1930s, with Elizabeth Macintyre’s Ambrose Kangaroo (1940) and Sheila 

Hawkins’ Eena-Meena-Mina-Mop and Benjamin (1935) heralding a new concern for 

integrating text, illustration and design. Mary and Elizabeth Durack’s The Way of the 

Whirlwind (1941) was ‘a triumph for Australian children’s publishing…[but] it’s rather 

depressing to find that it’s not followed by any more of the same till after the war, and 

well after the war at that’ (Wighton 1969: 396). The trend to produce lavish illustrated 

fairy books was stymied by post-war events, though, as were the careers of artists like 

Ida Rentoul Outhwaite (1888-1960). After her earlier successful titles and exhibitions, 

‘from 1933 to 1939 she contributed a regular comic strip Benjamin Bear to the 

Melbourne Weekly Times. The Depression had put an end to luxury publishing; the 

market for the extravagant fairy book had disappeared’ (McVitty 1989: 163). Her strip 

lasted until the outbreak of war; her last title was Nursery Rhymes (Murfett, 1948) though 

she lived until 1960. ‘The war stopped the taste for fairies – in parents anyhow – and the 

fairies fled, appalled at the atom bomb’ (Muir 1977: 9). Her life reflected that too – her 

husband died in 1938 and their two sons were both killed during the ensuing action. 

Similarly, May Gibbs’ enormous early Australian success failed to result in further career 

growth.  

 
The onset of the Depression ruined her prospects of proposed international 
editions and filmed versions of her books and greatly reduced her income from 
newspaper work and book royalties. The poor production standards of the cheap 
reprints of her books was a further setback – to her status as well as income.’ 
(McVitty 1989: 80)  

 

Another possible flowering of publishing success was nipped in the bud by prevailing 

conditions.  

 

Muir summarizes the between wars period calling it ‘a dreary decade’ (Muir 1982: 100), 

suggesting that  
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from the late 1920s to the end of the Second World War an Australian children’s 
book with any aspirations to be taken seriously was extravagantly celebrated if it 
had any worth at all, even though it may not have sold in sufficient quantities to 
pay for its costs. (Muir 1982: 58)  

 

Eyre is even more scathing: ‘The period between the two wars produced nothing of 

lasting value, but soon after WWII a new school of writers emerged’ (Eyre 1971: 164). 

Fabinyi agrees that ‘with the exception of Angus & Robertson, indigenous publishing 

virtually did not exist’ (Fabinyi 1971: 4), and ‘around a dozen new children’s books were 

published every year in Australia during the 1920s and 1930s; Angus and Robertson 

were responsible for about half of those’ (Harper 1988: 193). Their output was limited, 

though, for  

 
one of the most distinctive aspects of Angus & Robertson’s program in those 
years – and, indeed, as late as the 1960s – was the tendency to keep to 
established authors rather than experimenting with new writers. In times like the 
1940s, this was the policy of many publishing companies in view of paper 
shortages…yet it is heartening to see the forays into fresh fields that began 
around the 1950s. (Harper 1988: 193)  

 

A&R’s popular titles included Pixie O’Harris’s Pearl Pinkie and Sea Greenie (1935) and 

Gladys Lister’s The Little Round Garden (1938) which Saxby considers mediocre and 

typical of output.  

 
In general, publishing for children in Australia between the two world wars 
followed the same lines as in England…some half-dozen to a dozen books for 
children appeared each year. Many of these are poor examples of this form of 
writing and have neither intrinsic nor historical interest. With an increase in the 
number of books published there is a corresponding increase in the number of 
mediocre ones. (Saxby 1969: 124)  

 

None showcased the publisher’s craft, nor boded well for future refinements.   

 
Thus, at WWII’s outbreak, overseas publishers still exercised great control; there were 

few Australian publishers, few trained publishing professionals or Australian children’s 

writers or illustrators publishing locally, poor library facilities and slow growth in 

secondary education.  

 
World War II was nothing like the imaginative catalyst which its predecessor 
had been in terms of the production of Australian children’s literature. If the 
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gumnut babies and their allies battling the banksia men in 1918 were a 
microcosmic rendition of another more global conflict, there was no such 
equivalent in Australian children’s literature in the 1940s. Furthermore, with one 
obvious exception, there was not a significant children’s illustrated book 
produced during these war years in Australia at all. And even in its day this 
exception, Elizabeth Durack’s Way of the Whirlwind (1941), was itself 
something of an anachronism: its folio size with bejewelled tipped-in colour 
plates offset by generous borders harks back to the earlier years of the century 
and contains no hint of wartime austerity or sentiment. (Holden 1992c: 74)  
 

‘As the war went on and supplies became scarcer, prices rose and physical standards 

were lowered. A large amount of publishers’ quota of paper was squandered on trivial 

books long since forgotten’ (Crouch 1962: 86). Paper shortages led to poor reproduction, 

and May Gibbs’ ‘apology’ to her readers denotes the frustrations experienced by war-

time authors:  

 
DEAR EVERYBODY,  
Our pictures were not printed in a fog or a sandstorm. It’s the war. Nobody 
could get the right paper. But our story is just the same.  
SIGNED 
Snugglepot and Cuddlepie (Gibbs, 1940 quoted in McVitty 1989: 80)  

 

If British publishers still wielded influence, though, it is critical to note that those who saw 

the value of establishing a truly Australian list (like OUP), were the most successful later: 

‘for almost from the first Oxford saw that for a British publisher of Oxford’s kind to 

succeed fully in Australia it must become an Australian publisher’ (Eyre 1978a: 15). This 

has been reflected in the practices of other post-war successes such as Penguin Books 

Australia, Hodder Headline and Scholastic Australia. The war nevertheless also led to 

local growth, since British publishers were experiencing severe shortages, too, and how 

that impacted upon the Australian industry is a fascinating demonstration of both the 

cyclical nature of publishing and the typical ‘see-sawing’ between commercial and 

cultural influences. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

MARKET GROWTH AND DECLINE – AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN’S 

PUBLISHING FROM WWII UNTIL THE 1960S  
 

 

Ride a cock-horse  
To Banbury Cross,  
To see what Tommy can buy: 
A penny white loaf,  
A penny white cake,  
And a two-penny apple-pie. 

(Opie 1951: 67) 
 
During WWII Australian publishers had become aware of the possibility of producing 

more of their own wares but were about to see their market potential curtailed by their 

‘benevolent big brothers’ in British publishing, and conversely to receive encouragement 

from them and other forces.  

 

Phase Three – WWII and the growth and decline of the children’s publishing industry 

(1940-1963) – was ushered in by far-reaching international influences which  

 
changed Australia in three significant ways. First, the fall of Singapore and the 
Japanese drive south destroyed the comfortable belief that the Royal Navy was 
adequate protection for the Australian continent. Isolation, which fifty years 
earlier had been a safeguard, was now a threat: the future of Australia could 
never again be separated from that of Asia... Secondly, American co-operation 
with Australia in the war…opened Australia to increasing American influence, 
cultural, political and economic… Finally, World War Two, as did the first, 
accelerated Australian industrialization, and was succeeded by a period of rapid 
economic growth. (Dutton 1964: 48-9)  

 

A door of opportunity opened to Australian publishing, which had been in parlous shape, 

contriving to create a more fertile, albeit an artificially generated, atmosphere:  

 
[T]he National Library’s Annual catalogue of Australian publications lists only 
eleven children’s books in 1939 but 136 in 1946. However many of these were 
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cheap editions of non-Australian stories such as Little Women…poorly produced 
and bound, and tended to disappear as soon as they had served their purpose. 
(Saxby 1961: 119)  

 

The Children’s Book Council of Australia (CBCA) history suggests that WWII  

 
had two effects on children’s books in Australia. Imports were restricted and a 
paper shortage curtailed local production, helping to initiate, in the early 1940s, a 
ground swell among Australian educators and those with the interests of children 
at heart, to provide more and better locally produced books, and to foster the 
growth of school and children’s libraries. (Smith and Hamilton 1995:9) 

 

In short, WWII resulted in positive and negative influences on local publishing growth:  

 

• first, shortages leading to increased local war-time book production;  

• second, social and cultural change and growth;  

• third, ‘enduring conservatism’;  

• fourth, changing attitudes to children and the identification of children as a 

consumer group or market;  

• fifth, the children’s book began to receive unprecedented attention as the focus 

of adult attention and study, and the CBCA was established;  

• sixth, post-war library and educational growth spearheaded a growth in 

educational publishing by both local and international publishers;  

• seventh, British and US publishers returned to secure these new territories; 

• eighth, technology began to wield an influence; and  

• ninth, imported mass market culture arrived. 

  

Shortages Leading to Increased Local War-time Book Production 
 

Local book production grew, aided by the shortage of paper and the difficulty of 

maintaining overseas supplies. Both US and UK publishing suffered setbacks with 

paper rationing, so that ‘US book production dropped a third to a total of 655 titles’ 

(Epstein 1996: 481) while in the UK a paper quota was introduced in December 1941, 

restricting publishers to 37.5% by weight of their pre-war usage, and many companies 

were bombed and lost much of their book stock. And ‘with other goods in such short 

supply books became more popular for gifts and were frequently sent to children by 

men away from their families on service’ (Muir 1982: 108). Australian troops abroad and 
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American servicemen in Australia contributed to this demand and ‘another war-time 

boon for book sales was that books were not officially rationed, so as gifts they did not 

require valuable coupons’ (Curtain 1997: 27). Australians saw no paper rationing until 

mid-1942,  and since the structure of Australian publishing was still similar to the UK 

situation at the end of the eighteenth century, in that booksellers and printers were more 

actively associated with publishing than they would be later, (White 1946: 58-69), local 

printers became licensed to print UK titles, though they consisted largely of multiple 

copies of popular overseas works to meet demands.  

 

The printing trade benefited in developing its expertise, but local authors didn’t gain a 

great deal. Then as Australian paper stocks too became depleted, the crisis affected 

Australia as well. In May 1943, a Book Publication Committee, chaired by John Metcalf, 

Principal of the Public Library of NSW, was established to monitor availability. The 

further instigation of and findings from the ‘Inquiry Into the Publishing Industry’ by the 

Tariff Board in 1945, provides evidence of ‘phony’ celebrations of local publishing output, 

for the commission 125 did not recognize that the industry had any special needs and 

‘decided to impose no tariffs, bestow no subsidies: the fledgling industry would survive 

as best it could’ (Australian Encyclopedia 1996: 501). Thus, as Curtain notes, the local 

post-war ‘boom in book publishing...had been artificial and subsided’ (Curtain 1997: 31), 

and despite the short-lived demand for local production, landmark books during the war 

had been few. Saxby writes that  

 
there were no established children’s authors as such in 1941; most books were 
flimsy, poorly produced trivia for very young children typified by the twelve titles in 
the Joy Series Publications of Barker and Co., a nauseating range from David’s 
Seaside Holiday (No. 1) to Trouble in Toyland (No. 12). (Saxby 1971: 215)  

 
Demand was often met by people ill-experienced to deal with it, too, since  
 

many printers and stationers without any experience of book production and 
without standards to maintain, published books – mostly picture books in 
paper covers – which were sold outside the normal channels of book 
production and distribution... One firm alone produced over four hundred paper-
covered childrens [sic] books during the war years – mostly colouring or 
painting books – and several other firms issued large numbers of booklets, 

                                                           
125 That enquiry examined the problems of possible dumping of US publications on the Australian 
market, and the continuing power of British agents, as well as the low standard of printing 
expertise in Australia, and heard conflicting views from advocates ‘for’ protection such as the 
newly arrived Dr Andrew Fabinyi, and ‘against’, by such as Harold White, the Commonwealth 
librarian. 
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usually in series as ephemeral as comics and with no artistic merit… [and] even 
such established publishers as Angus & Robertson, published inferior editions 
of their standard works… (Muir 1982: 108)  

 

Therefore these printers and provided poor role models to any fledgling publishing 

concerns. There were large, ‘popular’ fairy books issued by Melbourne stationers 

Murfett, beginning with the successful Peg’s Fairy Book by Peg Maltby (1899-1984), but 

little else.  

 
When printers and stationers entered the publishing arena the quality of 
Australian children’s book production (except in the hands of John Sands) 
reached its lowest point. Traditional nursery literature, tales and rhymes were 
particularly chosen as texts by these new entrepreneurs: they were familiar 
imaginative territory to all and involved no new commissioning of texts, they were 
copyright free and they faced little if any competition from foreign printings. 
(Holden 1992c: 74)  

 

Social and Cultural Change and Growth 
 

However, anticipation of further post-war growth was evident when Ideas, in October 

1944, ‘did a special issue on “The Future of Australian Publishing”, with ten pages of ads 

from Australian publishers’ (Nicholson 2001: 99). Various local and overseas children’s 

book enterprises began to develop and ‘Melbourne became a centre of more serious 

children’s book publishing’ (Muir 1982: 112). But growth was neither to maintain 

momentum, nor to vastly increase the standard or range of literary publishing. 

 

‘What the Second World War did, however, was to create a national awareness of 

which Australian publishing, including books for children, had become a reflection’ 

(Fabinyi 1971a: 4). The shortage of imports alone would not have been enough to 

increase post-war demand for books which was caused by social changes too. For the 

supply of reading materials and later of tertiary training to the troops increased the 

population’s readership. Andrew Fabinyi (1908-1978), later instrumental in instigating 

educational publishing, and advocating for Australian publishing growth, was 

employed by the Army Education Service (AES), responsible for selecting ‘unit 

libraries’. The Commonwealth Literature Fund (CLF) funded cheap reprints of 25 

Australian books, known as ‘The Australian Pocket Library’ and the AES ‘was by far the 

most successful adult education experiment there had been…its library and gramophone 

record services succoured those starved of culture and roused the interest of thousands 
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who had been unaware of it’ (Serle 1973: 177). Furthermore, ‘H.C. Coombes’ 

Department of Post-War Reconstruction envisaged a prominent place for the arts in the 

New Australia’ (Serle 1973: 177), as did the formation of The Arts Council of Australia in 

1943, which later had sections in all states and territories. In adult publishing the Ern 

Malley hoax, the Jindyworobaks, and writers such as Dymphna Cusack, Kylie Tennant, 

Katherine Susannah Prichard and Frank Dalby Davison, established a new literary 

climate suggesting that the 1940s ended with a new sense of cultural pride.  

 

Other enriching social factors were the arrival of many European immigrants (such as 

Fabinyi) often with advanced training in the arts or sciences, and the exposure of 

Australian residents to overseas travel and influences. This created two conflicting 

attitudes to the allied foreign powers. While allegiances to the US had become stronger 

and were set to work a revolution in Australian culture, there was also a renewal of 

‘sentimental links with Britain [which] were reinforced by emerging patterns of travel’ 

(Rickard 1988: 208) and by the post-war influx of British immigrants. Prime Minister 

Menzies’ attachment to the ‘old country’ and events such as the Royal Tour of 1954 

helped to cement the notion that Australia was part of the British Commonwealth, a fact 

which ‘disguised the economic shift that was already underway, with the United States 

and later Japan, looming larger in trade and investment’ (Rickard 1988: 209). As Fabinyi 

asserts, there was a pressing need for children’s literature to address local concerns and 

issues, and reflect a changing reality.  

 

I still recall my own bewilderment when I entered the Australian book world in 
1939 to find that Australian children spend, in their books, Christmas amidst 
snow-capped mountains and…I did not of course then, as I do not now, think that 
our children should read books of Bondi Beach, Ayers Rock or the Back of 
Bourke only – a de-nationalized, or to put it more constructively, a trans-national 
literature should be offered to children with their first books – but I did not think 
that they should be fed almost exclusively with the values and charming 
provincialism of the British Isles. (Fabinyi 1971a: 3) 

 

One successful publisher to tap into this zest for ‘things Australian’ was stationers and 

printing firm, John Sands and Company, ‘among the first...to become aware of the...need 

for locally produced, reasonably priced picture-storybooks that reflected the Australian 

way of life and the Australian environment’ (Prentice and Bird 1987: 89-90). Grahame 

Sands, the founder’s grandson, became chairman of directors in 1943, and encouraged 

staff artist Walter Cunningham (1910-1988) to work with advertising and publishing 
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manager Maurice Cadsky, who ‘may have been the first production editor of children’s 

books in Australia’ (Prentice and Bird 1987: 92), to develop their picture book program. 

Leslie Rees’ (1905-2000) series of Digit Dick books began in 1942 and the later ‘Nature’ 

series (mostly written by Rees) also proved successful, beginning with The Story of Shy 

the Platypus (1944). One of the ironies inherent in classifying publishing operations is 

that they often refuse to fit into neat categories, for despite its ‘commercialism’, it was 

John Sands which took out the first CBCA Book of the Year award for Rees’s The Story 

of Karrawingi the Emu, in 1946, though it was one in a commercial series! Their ‘Editions 

were exciting...often 20,000 at a time…total sales of half a dozen Digit Dicks goes 

beyond 360,000’ (Prentice and Bird 1987: 93). Later, in 1956, Sands won the first CBCA 

Picture Book of the Year award with the outstanding work of Sheila Hawkins (1905-) as 

illustrator of Peggy Barnard’s Wish and The Magic Nut. 

 
Few Australian picture books of any quality were being produced at that time… 
No one pointed out the solecism of introducing a squirrel in the cast of Australian 
animals. Even if they had it seems doubtful if this would have worried John 
Sands. In 1960 when Hawkins asked the publisher for the return of her artwork 
they replied that it had all been destroyed. (Muir 1998: 37)  

 

Prentice attributes to Cunningham’s experiences in creating board games, the 

innovations in children’s book design which followed: ‘[F]or the first time, children’s 

books produced in Australia had illustrations that spread across one page to the 

opposite one, uniting the two pages in one complete design’ (Prentice and Bird 1987: 

91). Sands was an intriguing example of how a commercial enterprise could make the 

inherently difficult commercial realities of book publishing viable, by applying innovative 

business practices to design excellence and in recognizing that market demands could 

over-ride market resistance. 126  

                                                           
126 Their program continued until the 60s, when in 1962 it celebrated its 125th anniversary. The 
company continued to be active in toys and stationery, rather than in book publishing. 
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Enduring Conservatism 
 

Another factor which affected the nature of children’s publishing growth after WWII was 

a growing tendency to promote a ‘particular vision of childhood’ (Reynolds and Tucker 

1998: 5) which drew a greater ‘divide’ between books for adults and for children. 

 

It is a curious reflection on human attitudes that man moves from peace into war 
in a state of buoyancy and exhilaration, and from war back to peace with a 
melancholic and fearful anxiety…a sixth sense was warning them that their own 
values were being melted away in the climate of victory. (Johnston 1964: 294-5) 

 

The Victorian ‘classic’ popular with adult and juvenile audiences lost favour, and the 

more ‘innocent’ and sentimental school stories and fairy tales which began to 

characterize children’s fiction held little interest for adults.  

 

Juvenile books were poor cousins in the relatively small hothouse book world 
which had been delineated in the 20s and 30s [and] were directed mainly at the 
library market. They depended on series of chapter books, such as the Nancy 
Drew Mysteries, The Hardy Boys or the Tell Me Why Books, to make their 
juvenile departments profitable... [A]uthors like Dr Seuss or Beatrix Potter 
contributed in a major way to maintaining these somewhat exotic enclaves in the 
world of trade publishing. (Gates, Graham and Abel 1996: 11)  

 

WWII had held social change at bay, affecting every aspect of life, including publishing, 

and after it, Australia quickly returned to a state of cultural inertia.  

 

Australia almost grew out of the Empire during the 1939-45 war, although 
sentimental affection for Britain remained as strong as ever, up to and after the 
Royal Tour of 1954. After H.V. Evatt’s brief flaunting of Australian independence 
as a small nation at the United Nations, the Menzies governments retreated into 
relative subservience, pendulating between the United States and Britain. (Serle 
1973: 180)  

 

Influences which led to some flowering were countered by conservativism, and ‘peace 

marked in Australia a return to the wowserism and smug philistinism of the past’ 

(Australian Encyclopedia 1996: 502). Kent says that  

 

during World War II one of the great Australian growth industries was 
bureaucracy… From about February 1942…the federal government introduced 
its National Economic Plan [which] had far-reaching implications for almost every 
sphere of daily life. (Kent 2001: 58) 
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Rationing brings with it a mass of regulations and gives a governing body the power to 

regulate in areas where ordinary policy would not be so intrusive. And so, when Ken 

Wilder arrived from the UK in 1962 to take up the helm at Collins, he found the whole 

country, ‘under the deep shadow of Menzies, expressing uncritical adulation of all things 

British, which led to most people referring to Britain as home [and that] publishers 

appeared to accept their parochial role’ (Wilder 1994: 72). Where one might have 

expected them to have voiced questions which had surely arisen in the population’s 

mind during a long period of such great losses and to have reflected the changes being 

wrought in Australian society with the influx of European immigrants or the growing 

Americanization of Australian culture, children’s books, at least, failed to grow in 

numbers as it seemed they would, and also failed to reflect such changes.  

 
Perhaps writers of children’s books chose to ignore the Second World War, or 
perhaps men who could have written about it were too busy rehabilitating 
themselves in 1945, but the tenor of Australian life as portrayed in books for 
children since 1941, has been remarkably even. (Saxby 1969: 193)  

 

Pearce also remarks on the fact that the rapturous response to the Royal Visit of 1954 

seemed a culmination of these attitudes which ‘occurred at a time in which the Empire, 

and its influence in Australia, was waning’ (Pearce 1999: 6).  

 

Books by talented writers in the late 1940s and 1950s such as Nan Chauncy (1900-

1970), Mavis Thorpe Clark (1912-1999) and Joan Phipson (1912-2003), though they 

grappled with landscape, depicted Australian children, and were more ‘realistic’, were  

set in a bucolic and rural past, unaware of nuclear bombs or the Cold War, though WWII 

still cast an uncomfortable shadow. In Chauncy’s They Found a Cave (1949) a child who 

has been sent from the UK to Tasmania, reflects that the landscape reminds her of 

‘home’:  

 
This brought her to think in turn of beech leaves, tender green in spring, and 
brown as nuts in autumn in big heaps on the lawn – when there was lawn, before 
the bomb crater took it all… [W]as it really true there was nowhere to sweep up 
beech leaves now? (Chauncy 1949: 8)  

 

This nostalgic flavour imbued literature until the early 1960s. Joan Phipson’s first book, 

Good Luck to the Rider (1952) (which won the 1953 CBCA award), evoked ‘the cheerful 
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rural prosperity of 1950s Australia, though later her work grew darker and more complex’ 

(Kent 2001: 199). Similarly, Ivan Southall (1921-), one of Australia’s most challenging 

authors, wrote his nine-title Simon Black series (1949 to 1962, edited by Alex Bolton and 

then Beatrice Davis who championed his successes) but he did not explore hard-hitting 

issues until the publication of Hills End in 1962. Bradford remarks of Eve Pownall’s The 

Australia Book (1951), which, although a CBCA winner, told the story of today ‘as stories 

of the past’ (Bradford 2001: 16) in an extremely conservative ‘white settler’ history in 

which Indigenous inhabitants were silenced. And, in any case, many Australian children 

continued to read the popular British fiction which again became abundantly available. 

Blyton, Crompton and writers of other such ‘harmless’ forms of entertainment were the 

order of the day. Children’s books were generally about relatively affluent children whose 

greatest problems were how to occupy themselves on holiday, or how to organize a 

midnight feast. If on occasions they found themselves grappling with smugglers or 

international jewel thieves, it was with the confidence that a certain ‘British Empire’ view 

of life and vision of society would prevail. Pearce attributes this to the ‘cultural 

reorientation’ (Pearce 1999: 6) occurring then in Australia with mixed messages coming 

from the influx of US culture in opposition to the work of local academics attempting to 

lay the foundations for a new view of Australian literature and finding as their models 

only the celebration of the bush dating back to the 1890s. Little wonder that children 

were offered such rural and ‘colonial’ works, in an era when films, television and 

American comics were conversely going to offer them a far more urban and US-oriented 

view of the world.   

 
The implied child reader was ‘white, middle-class, educationally successful’ and read 

books which ‘assumed that boys were more likely to be at the centre of the action than 

were girls’ (Reynolds and Tucker 1997: 30). Predominantly women writers wrote about 

(often rural) family life, and (except for the interest evinced by Chauncy in Indigenous 

culture) their concerns were essentially middle class, too, offering little indication that 

children’s fiction would grow into the influential, often subversive publishing of later 

decades. Nevertheless,  

 
it would be grossly unfair to minimize all the achievements of the early post-war 
editors who took children’s literature into the 1960s and then often stayed 
on to help instigate the massive changes that began to take place. People of 
their time, they inevitably shared some of the normal prejudices of their age and 
class. Yet their insistence on quality for children led to some excellent writing…it 
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took the arrival of mass television and other social and cultural influences to 
change the picture towards one containing greater realism. (Reynolds and 
Tucker 1997: 18) 
 

 

These editors were hampered by the attitudes expected of them, and constrained by the 

production environment, for there was no infrastructure to support the notion that 

Australian publishing was likely to, or even interested in, expanding. The few existing 

houses believed that the market was ‘limited’ and therefore not in need of 

‘developmental’ strategies.  

 

To further retard the possibility of growth, there was no marketing expertise, and little 

professional editing available, since the first full-time general editor in book publishing in 

Australia had only been appointed in 1937. Beatrice Davis (1909-1992), the ‘literary 

doyen’, who held sway for several decades at Angus & Robertson, literally ‘kept 

Australian literature alive’; but she disparaged works of a ‘roast and boil’ character, was 

renowned for rejecting the 1950s bestseller They’re a Weird Mob, and ‘lacked and never 

developed...a nose for the popular market, a strong sense of what would sell’ (Kent 

2001: 52). By today’s standards, her 1950s editorial department ‘was uncommercial to 

the point of perversity’ (Kent 2001: 211). Nevertheless, it was because of this 

uncompromising adherence to ‘quality’ that she played ‘a key role in the development of 

Australian children’s literature’ (Kent 2001: 198). She ‘never believed that a book for 

children was worth less attention than an adult novel’ (Kent 2001: 201). George A. 

Ferguson (1910-1998), grandson of George Robertson, (who had been with A&R since 

1927, director from 1930, and had become publisher in 1949 after Walter Cousins died) 

supported children’s publishing by encouraging Davis and her authors. Children’s fiction 

was primarily edited and evaluated by Ella McFadyen (1887-1976), ‘a children’s writer 

who had strong opinions about suitable reading material for young persons’ (Kent 2001: 

199), and ‘until the early 1950s, acceptable children’s manuscripts were generally 

prepared for the press by Rosemary Dobson’ (Kent 2001: 199), the acclaimed poet.  

 

But it was the discovery of Patricia Wrightson (1921-) which really began a sea-

change. After her first book, The Crooked Snake (1955), was well-received, she 

began to ‘push the limits’ (Kent 2001: 202) and when she submitted The Bunyip-Hole 

(about a child’s fears) she asked Davis whether a children’s book could be based on a 
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character study rather than plot. ‘It was a question Beatrice had never been asked 

before, and the fact that it needed to be asked shows how undeveloped was Australian 

children’s literature in 1957’ (Kent 2001: 202). Wrightson’s later works were even more 

radical and she credits Davis with having given ‘her the freedom to explore what was 

possible’ (Kent 2001: 203) in books such as The Rocks of Honey (1960) which was the 

first attempt to ‘engage’ with Indigenous culture and to discover the real ‘magic’ of the 

landscape rather than via imported fantasies. In 1952 A&R released the Blue Wren 

books, largely illustrated by Margaret Horder (1903-1978) who had trained with Julian 

Ashton and spent fifteen years in the UK before returning with her husband artist Arthur 

Freeman, bringing with her design skills (learned at OUP with Frank Eyre) which 

contributed to improvements in A&R’s books. Then in 1954 A&R began to publish in 

London, and several books were translated into other languages and published 

overseas. Local publishing improved with works such as the new edition of Kate Langloh 

Parker’s Australian Legendary Tales and Axel Poignant’s Piccaninny Walkabout which 

won the 1958 Picture Book of the Year Award.  

 

In the 1950s, A&R held a pre-eminent role in the local market, ‘publishing about a 

hundred new titles and new editions a year... Cheshire in Melbourne, the next biggest 

publisher, was putting out 20 books a year at this time’ (Bolton 1995: 13). A&R employed  

 
close to six hundred people. A third of them worked in the shop at 89 
Castlereagh Street and in a small branch in Elizabeth Street, Melbourne, that 
opened early in the 1950s… The shop was the heart of the business. (Bolton 
1995: 12)  

 
It was a traditional operation, where ‘people tended to stay. It was one of the differences 

between the culture of that era and the present’ (Bolton 1995: 13). And so, although 

perhaps best placed to promote a ‘new’ Australian children’s literature, and responsible 

for much children’s output in the next two decades, A&R’s position as the oldest 

Australian independent, caused it to behave in characteristic ways:   

 
A& R had a very strong backlist…a major key to understanding why some 
publishers stay in business while others fail. A & R had Lawson, Paterson and 
Dennis, a string of children’s books that included Lindsay’s The Magic Pudding 
and the Snugglepot and Cuddlepie books of May Gibbs… A big contribution to 
the success of the publishing department was made by overseas authors for 
whose books George Ferguson’s predecessor, the relatively unsung Walter 
Cousins, had shrewdly bought the Australian and New Zealand rights in the late 
1930s and 1940s. They included Daphne du Maurier, A.J. Cronin, Richard 
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Wright, and L.M. Montgomery, the author of the ‘Anne of Green Gables’ books… 
These authors and books sold in big quantities. The local literary productions of 
the 1950s tended not to sell in big quantities. (Bolton 1995: 14-15)  

 

Suffering from a culture of accepting tradition, A&R’s production of the Australian 

Encyclopedia in 1958 ‘illustrated...a weakness as well as the strength of A&R: the firm 

tended to put more effort into producing books than into selling them’ (Bolton 1995: 16). 

The company’s lack of production standards was also typical of the Australian industry:  

 
Who was designing A&R books in the 1950s?... [M]any run-of-the-mill books 
were cobbled together by tradesmen on the floor at Halstead Press… 
Improvements in the appearance of A&R books in the 1950s owed a lot to Leslie 
Althorp, and to...Margaret Horder. (Bolton 1995: 16)   

 

In short, Australia’s oldest and largest publisher lacked the resources necessary to 

spearhead any sort of publishing renaissance despite promising signs in the post-war 

cultural environment, for ‘too many books were being published, including books that 

had no enthusiastic champion on the editorial or sales side. They were published for the 

turnover – a guarantee of disappointment’ (Bolton 1995: 18).  

 

A&R’s history provides insights into why and how Australian children’s publishing 

floundered for the better part of two decades after WWII, and how publishing generally is 

a cyclical process, whereby the vagaries of publishing philosophies have determined the 

to and fro, the see-saw of success which characterizes book production. ‘At the start of 

the decade the firm had seemed Olympian in its dominance of the local trade. But by the 

end of the decade the scene had changed’ (Bolton 1995: 20). Nevertheless, Davis and 

her editors did encourage new work such as Ivan Southall’s Hills End (1962) which was 

unique in being both a character study and one in which children battle against odds 

without adult intervention. Its international success introduced Southall to his true métier 

of writing complex works; he had wanted to ‘extend his range’ (Kent 2001: 205) and 

Davis gave him the room to do it in. 

 

Changing Attitudes to Children and the Identification of Children as a Consumer 

Group or Market  
 

Another factor determining an increased demand for children’s books, but also a 

frequent mismatch between what was desired by, and provided for, children was 
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attitudinal change in constructions of childhood, for WWII ‘arguably reinforced family life 

by first disrupting it’ (Reynolds and Tucker 1997: 6). New theories began to influence the 

literature deemed ‘suitable’, and adults became convinced of their ability to successfully 

predict their children’s reading needs, based on these theories’ aspirations. The books 

coming into production were ‘symptomatic of the more indulgent adult attitudes towards 

the young found in inter-war Britain and continuing up to our own day’ (Bolton 1995: 5). 

Kociumbas concurs that in Australia ‘well-to-do white children…became, in the 1950s 

and 1960s, the objects of intense pedagogical and commercial attention’ (Kociumbas 

1997: 209). Dr Benjamin Spock’s Baby and Child Care (1946) ushered in a period of 

concerns about ‘parenting’ and a new focus on the child’s needs. Services such as 

vaccinations, school milk, and foods packaged to meet a child’s requirements were allied 

to notions of child care and constant maternal attention which contributed to a cementing 

of the ideal of family life which pervaded the literature for the next two decades. This 

new appreciation of children’s needs led first to adults catering to them, and then to the 

growth in a recognition that  children could be targeted. ‘The unprecedented importance 

of the child as a consumer in marketing strategies’ (Kociumbas 1997: 209) was one of 

the characteristic trends of the time; ‘the children’s market’ was ‘a term coined during the 

postwar baby boom’ (McGilvray 2000: 4). Children began to have their own clothes, toys, 

new games, and pastimes, and parents sanctioned such acquisitiveness because of a 

belief in child development and parental responsibilities. Consequently advertisers 

acquired the freedom to ‘flirt’ with children in a very big way, via  

 
[t]hese four features of advertising to parents – the encouragement of indulgence 
in parents; the democratic rights of children in the family; total, exclusive 
responsibility of mothers for children’s development; and the possibility (the 
promise through consumer goods) of the indefinite deferral of open conflict with 
the child. (Seiter 1993: 26)  

 

This represented a significant change in the perceived market infiltrating the content and 

packaging of children’s literature. ‘Now that children had to grow up to be self-

gratifying spenders rather than self-disciplined savers’ (Kociumbas 1997: 210), 

definitions of children’s literature were bound to change focus from teaching the value of 

abstinence and moral rectitude, to self-gratification and the ‘rights’ of the individual. 

Children would become increasingly isolated from each other by age, and the idea of a 

teenager created a gap between children and pre-teens, resulting in the evolution of 

today’s children’s entertainment market.  
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If capitalism can be said to have created the teenager in the 1950s, children 
are now increasingly addressed as consumers in their own right, rather than 
simply as a means of reaching parents… This new valorization of childhood 
might be seen as a compensatory phenomenon. The economic value children 
possessed in the nineteenth century has gradually been replaced by an 
emphasis on their psychological, and particularly emotional value for parents. 
(Buckingham 2000: 65)  

 

Buying children’s books was to become one means by which parents wilfully pandered 

to the ‘received wisdom’ that children’s unique tastes needed to be recognized and 

satisfied.   

 

This new interest fuelled a concomitant growth in the study, promotion of and 

institutional support for children’s literature. Paradoxically, therefore, in a time when the 

Australian children’s publishing industry was barely formed, criticism of the literature 

achieved a new impetus, contributing to later industry growth. The US Children’s Book 

Council was formed in 1945 by publishers, and  

 
it was serendipitous that at such a period the United States of America 
Information Library, established in Sydney during the war years, should have on 
its staff from 1943-1946 a Mary Townes Nyland, who not only believed in the 
importance of books in the individual development of a child but who saw in 
children’s books a potential source for the nurture of international as well as 
national understanding. (Smith and Hamilton 1995: 9-10)  

 

The announcement of a US Children’s Book Week (CBW) in 1945 was celebrated by a 

group of Australian librarians, and others interested in children’s literature including 

Charles Bull who was a Director of the Youth Education Department of the ABC and 

Ida Elizabeth Osbourne, the officer-in-charge of the ABC’s  National Children’s 

Session and Pixie O’Harris (Prentice 1996: 3-4). They were invited to a dinner by 

Nyland in the second week of September, and the first CBW was held 12-18 

November 1945. These were the catalysts for the foundation of the Children’s Book 

Council of Australia. The NSW Children’s Book Council was formed in 1945, with Bull as 

President, the first awards presented in 1946, from which time the awards and the 

exhibition in Sydney became annual events, though the NSW Branch was not officially 

named until 1947, when the Australian Children’s Book Week Committee became the 

Children’s Book Council and then in 1959, the national body the Children’s Book Council 
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of Australia (CBCA), which held its inaugural meeting in Sydney.  127 The body began 

not only to organize the awards but also annual exhibitions, recalled fondly by Joyce 

Fardell, including ‘the pleasure of going to Beatrice Davis’s post-exhibition luncheon 

[which] made all worth while…as Maurice Saxby says “occasions which became legend 

in their day.”’ (Fardell 1996: 6) Aimed at educating buyers and promoting books, the 

CBCA henceforth created a demand for children's literature, auguring well for the future 

of Australian-originated publishing. ‘What it has achieved in raising the standard of 

writing and publishing for children in this country is impossible to assess’ (Saxby 1969: 

18). Another positive portent was the creation of the Australian Publishers Association in 

1948, when ‘about fifteen percent of the books sold in Australia were of local origin’ 

(John Curtain 1993b: 235) and there were just twenty members, few with any real 

publishing programs. Worldwide expansion of tertiary courses and institutions dedicated 

to the study and preservation of children’s books, together with moves to celebrate the 

provision of youth literature, 128 were reflected too, with the first tertiary courses probably 

at Melbourne State College in 1956 (McVitty 1982a: 29). The courses which have 

evolved since then ‘reflect their role as components in teacher education’ (Rossiter and 

Tandy 1993: 42), suggesting again that teachers and librarians have played an important 

role in industry growth. It would be some time, however, before Australia could yet lay 

claim to having a self-sufficient industry.   

 

                                                           
127 The US and the Australian parent bodies are different, for the CBCA has always consisted 
largely of an institutional clientele, mainly from the library market, rather than being based on the 
US publisher-driven model. 
128 ‘The dramatic increase in number is a largely post-1945 phenomenon in the US. Several 
including the International Youth Library in Munich, Germany, the Kerlan in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota and the Osborne in Toronto, Canada – began in 1949’ (Hunt 1996: 546). 
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Post-War Library and Educational Growth Spearheaded a Growth in Educational 

Publishing  
 

At WWII’s end greater interest in educational and cultural advancement was evident, 

though ‘a tendency...towards independence from the inherited culture of their British 

origins, and from the British book trade’ (McLaren 1983: vii) had begun to be felt 

imperceptibly, even after WWI. This interest was met by a series of investigations into 

library and educational services. The Australian Council for Education Research (ACER) 

and the British Council funded the next major library survey in 1947, conducted by L.R. 

McColvin, which ‘differed most strongly from Munn and Pitt...in not accepting what they 

saw as the necessity to prop up the institute libraries, even as an interim measure’ 

(Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 154). And so, during the 1950s, each state became 

committed to free libraries ‘and by the end of the period more than 350 local authorities 

throughout Australia had established library services under the various library acts’ 

(Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 155), with only South Australia still clinging to its 

subscription libraries. ‘One result of World War II was the mushroom growth of 

secondary industry in Australia. This brought a parallel expansion in library provision’ 

(Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 155) so that by 1966, ‘[l]ibraries and librarians 

have...become the major channels through which books reach their readers’ (Fabinyi 

1966: 154). Several states introduced ‘box’ library services to country children and 

specialist children’s librarians. In Hobart, Tasmania, Joyce Boniwell (later Saxby) (1923-

64), was appointed the second Lady Clark Memorial Children’s Librarian (after American 

Isabella Jinnette) and held the post until 1951 (Saxby 1971: 15). (She would later 

become the first Australian children’s editor.) Belief in the efficacy of children’s library 

services caused training within institutions – and as part of the Registration Certificate of 

the Library Association of Australia – to become accepted practice.  

 
In 1941 education in Australia was free, compulsory and general but stifled by a 
rigidity imposed by centralized State systems, prescriptive syllabuses, public 
examinations even at the primary level, authoritarian discipline and a stress on 
rote learning… (Saxby 1971: 12)  
 

But this too would change with public and private expenditure nationally on education 

markedly increasing from $76 million in 1948-9 to $202 million in 1953-54 (Burke and 

Spaull 2001:439). Post-WWII, access to secondary schooling began to increase, too, 
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though those secondary schools which did exist had traditionally been conservative in 

their library provision, and access to Australian literature was poor.  

 

TABLE A. PUBLIC AND PRIVATE EXPENDITURE ON EDUCATION, AUSTRALIA  
(1948-49 TO 1997-98) 
 1 2 3 4=1+2+3 5 6 7=4/5 8=4/6 
Year Cash 

benefits and 
transfers 
$m 

Public 
expenditure 
 
$m 

Net private 
expenditure 
 
$m 

Public and 
private 
outlays 
$m 

GNP or GDP 
 
 
$b 

Revised GDP 
 
 
$b 

Outlays as 
% of GDP 
 
% 

Outlays as 
% of 
revised GDP  
% 

1948-9 2 59 15 76 4.5 .. 1.7 .. 
1953-4 6 161 35 202 9.0 .. 2.2 .. 
1958-9 8 304 68 380 12.5 .. 3.0 .. 
1963-4 17 533 116 666 18.0 .. 3.7 .. 
1972-3 215 1774 252 2241 41.9 .. 5.4 .. 
1975-6 352 4120 305 4777 72.8 .. 6.6 .. 
1977-8 392 5370 344 6106 90.3 .. 6.8 .. 
1983-4 681 10048 635 11364 194.6 .. 5.8 .. 
1988-9 1340 14242 1623 17205 339.9 351.0 5.1 4.9 
1994-5 1839 20174 3326 25339 … 474.6 … 5.3 
1997-8 1892 23109 4577 29578 … 566.0 … 5.2 

Source: Gerald Burke and Andrew Spaull. ‘Australian Schools: Participation and 
Funding, 1901-2000.’ Australian Bureau of Statistics. Year Book Australia. No 83, Cat. 
No. 1301.0, 2001: 439. 
 

There had been little pre-war interest in using Australian literature in the classroom, and 

in NSW ‘there was not one single text book written by an Australian or published by an 

Australian firm...on the syllabus for the Intermediate and Leaving examinations in 1934’ 

(Stone 1988: 79). However, the post WWII period saw publishers responding to this lack 

of local material with new series and programs. In primary schools, enrolment figures 

soared and ‘reform of State secondary education [allowed] the elementary school to be 

reshaped into a primary school as a stage in formal education and not a terminus’ 

(Burke and Spaull 2001: 437). 

 

State government printers had hitherto provided most core school texts, but in 1945 the 

Victorian and NSW governments ordered a publishing enquiry suggesting that more 

attention be focused on Australian content. Though school readers based on the 

imperial school readers were still in general use until well into the 1960s, a new 

emphasis on local content began. The Victorian Government revised their readers in the 

1950s, and commercial reading schemes began to take over. Initially they simply 
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adapted overseas models, but later Cheshire and Jacaranda published the Endeavour 

Readers and revolutionized Australian primary education publishing. Rigby Readers 

and Happy Venture schemes followed, with Nelson and Lansdowne later producing 

their own series too. These educational ventures preempted the realization that 

Australian children required their own literary reading materials, and that the import of 

foreign materials might cease to be publishers’ primary focus. Improved school library 

services were also part of this impetus to demand. The first School Library Officer was 

appointed during WWII in NSW, and the Government there set up a school library 

service, with other states following gradually, though as Saxby points out, Queensland 

did not have one until 1969. These services offered specialist advice and book 

collection subsidies. Training of school librarians began from 1950 at the then 

‘teachers colleges’, and secondary as well as primary schools were soon appointing 

full-time librarians to deal with the growing significance of library collections on school 

premises.  

 

During the war, kindergartens had begun expanding too: 

 
Due to the urgent demand for labour, women flocked into the labour force in 
order to increase the output of munitions and to set male workers free to join the 
military services. The existing kindergartens could not cope with the increased 
numbers of pre-school-age children belonging to working mothers. As a result in 
1943, the Federal Minister for Health announced that creches for children of 
mothers engaged in war work would be established in all states, and that pre-
school organizations already in existence would be subsidized by the 
government… (Prentice and Bird 1987: 89)  

 

The Australian Pre-School Association was established in 1938 and in 1942 was asked 

by the national broadcasting authority (the ABC) to provide radio programs leading to the 

‘Kindergarten of the Air’ being born, and to an appeal for local story scripts.  

 
A high proportion of the material broadcast was written by Australians. Such 
scripts were for many writers the starting point in the development of the 
Australian picture book. In 1961 the [ABC] published a selection of these scripts 
under the title Listening Time illustrated by Margaret Horder. (Saxby 1971: 226) 

 

Such expansion stimulated a need for toys and books, and some of the paper rationed 

was dedicated to pre-school needs.  
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Cultural growth was also enhanced by the enormous increase in university enrolments, 

struggling with the intakes of returned servicemen. States responsible for funding 

appealed for federal assistance and the 1956 appointment of a Committee on 

Universities led to the Murray report which paved the way for Commonwealth funding to 

be matched by state contributions 129 resulting in growth within the existing universities 

(and a rash of new ones being established later in the 1960s and 1970s). ‘In 1961 a 

Committee on the Future of Tertiary Education was appointed…and recommended the 

creation of a binary system of tertiary education by the introduction of colleges of 

advanced education (CAEs)’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1986: 159). The Commonwealth 

Literary Fund (established in 1908) had expanded in 1938, and from 1940-1965 funded 

university lectures on Australian literature. These developments began to create a more 

educated culture to which publishers responded. 

 

Spearheaded by local booksellers and new publishing companies – like F.W. Cheshire, 

Lansdowne, Jacaranda, Rigby, McLeod’s, A&R, W. Brooks & Co., Dymocks Book 

Arcade, Shakespeare Head Press (NSW), George Robertson & Co., Lothian, and 

Whitcombe and Tombes, and overseas companies such as OUP, William Heinemann, 

Longmans, Cassell, and A.H. Reed – educational publishing escalated, preceding trade 

publishing growth by at least a decade. Booksellers with established networks were 

ideally positioned to begin catering for this market, and their structures were readily 

exploited (Curtain 1997: 57). Freeman Butts, an American educator, observed in 1955 

that the system entailed  

 

“…a reliance upon uniformity growing out of the centralized administrative 
policies, the inspectorial system, the state system, the hierarchy of academic 
studies, the system of external examining and the university matriculation”. 
(Butts 1955, quoted in Curtain 1997: 58)  

 

The growth in local educational publishing was the single most positive outcome from 

increased post-war educational demands. But most other forms of publishing were 

quickly overwhelmed by British publishers’ determination to re-assert their 

independence. Companies like Cheshire, Jacaranda, and Rigby would later expand 

                                                           
129 This was based on ‘the war-time accommodation under which the Commonwealth had been 
invested with the sole power to levy income tax, thus giving it the lion’s share of the public 
revenue. Annual disbursements were made to the states’ (Borchardt and Kirsop 1988: 157).  
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 their educational publishing into trade publications. Progress was slow, however, for 

‘in 1953, when 24 percent of all British book exports went to Australia, only three 

Australian publishers – Angus & Robertson, Melbourne University Press and F.W. 

Cheshire – produced more than ten books a year’ (Curtain 1993b: 235). Desperate need 

led to publishers actively encouraging ‘authors and illustrators who otherwise might not 

think of working for children, to establish them as creators for children’ (Fabinyi 1971a: 

5). Such efforts were hampered by poor production standards, so that  

 
the immediate post-war children’s book had the characteristic of the zest of 
experiment, the novelty of an Australian locality, and was also marked by loose 
or non-existent editorial control, and with some exceptions, very poor design. 
(Fabinyi 1971a: 5)  

 

So, where publishers targeted the safer schools market, the trade children’s book did not 

receive the attention it deserved and the 1950s ‘saw a contraction rather than a growth 

of children’s book publishing’ (Fabinyi 1971a: 7). Australian companies such as 

Georgian House, A&R, Cheshire, Lansdowne, Ure Smith, and the Australian branch of 

Oxford University Press produced more children’s than adult titles overall (Fabinyi 1971: 

20) but the output was not huge. What did occur, however, was the burgeoning 

awareness of a need for genuinely Australian children’s literature and the beginning of a 

movement designed to fill it. Patricia Wrightson’s Acceptance Speech for the 1986 

International Board on Books for Young People (IBBY) Medal records that she 

considered herself lucky to have worked where and when she did,  

 
for there [in Australia] we had no paths to follow. Most countries had well-
established paths, and could pack off a new story to its proper address with 
facility: the folk-tale or fantasy, the school story, the family story, the Puritan or 
Civil War or independence story, and so on. In Australia thirty years ago we 
were still exploring paths… Australian writers, with so small a body of work 
behind them, could feel that the country’s literature was immediately in their 
hands… We were lucky writers… It can’t be common, in the twentieth century, 
for a writer to discover a hole in his nation’s literature through the accident of 
falling into it; and then to find the missing piece through sheer need, and to 
have it welcomed so warmly. (Wrightson 1986: 1)  

 
Publishers’ activities were a mixture of commercial and cultural successes and failures: 

Georgian House, 130 begun in the 1940s by E.C. (Ted) Harris, relied on an 

                                                           
130 Established in 1943 by George Jaboor, Managing Director; E.C. Harris, Manager; and H.K. 
Cartledge, Secretary. Edgar (E.C.) Harris had been employed at A.H. Spencer’s Hill of Content 
Bookshop in Burke Street, Melbourne (Prentice and Bird 1987: 93).  
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astute bookseller named Margareta Webber (1891-?) for advice. Her shop was credited 

with being the first in Australia to have a designated children’s section (Clark, Laurel, 

Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. unpublished manuscript). In the late 1940s and early 

1950s Georgian House published a number of ‘simple inexpensive books for preschool 

children’ (Muir 1982: 113) by Kathleen Mellor, a kindergarten teacher. Nevertheless, 

Wighton describes another of the firm’s publications, Australian Holiday (1945) by Alec 

and Catherine King, as  

 
a terrible little publication [with] improbable illustration, tasteless colouring and 
altogether bad and misleading presentation of an Australian scene in a 
manner…which went back to all the worst faults of early children’s book 
publishing. (Wighton 1969: 396)  

 
Later ‘improved’ with illustrations by Harold Freedman (1915-?) (Muir 1982: 113), by 

1952, the double page spreads and colour illustrations of this text had become the 

accepted practice. Georgian House tried to fill a need but, like other companies, was 

hampered by the lack of Australian production and design expertise and ‘inevitably the 

need was later filled by the mass-produced Little Golden Books from the USA, and still 

later, by others’ (Muir 1982: 113).  

 

F.W. Cheshire Pty. Ltd., a bookselling enterprise begun in 1925 by F.W. Cheshire 

(1898?-1987), which had dabbled in publishing in the 1930s, entered the fray (along with 

Longmans), with real vigour after WWII ‘as an adjunct to their school-book trade’ (Muir 

1982: 113). Frank Cheshire’s career began with working for George Robertson in 

Melbourne, when ‘all school books were imported for the secondary schools and the 

only books published locally were for the state primary schools’ (Cheshire 1984: 23). 131 

He purchased his business from a printer who said no profit could come from 

bookselling and forty years later sold it for ‘nearly $2,000,000’ (Cheshire 1984: 57) 132 

                                                           
131 Next he had worked at the Educational Supply Association in Little Collins Street, a job, he 
said, ‘which marked the commencement of my involvement in educational bookselling and 
publishing’ (Cheshire 1984: 41). The company went into liquidation in 1918 and a new company 
‘The Scholastic Supply Company’ came into being, and F.W. Cheshire, at 22 was appointed 
General Manager, though this job did not last long: ‘[A]ll the companies I worked for in Little 
Collins Street…have all gone out of business’ (Cheshire 1984: 43). He began working for the 
Bookstall Company Pty. Ltd. in 1918, and gained further valuable experience selling to 
newsagents and railway bookstalls with the Hutchinson’s Wholesale Company of which he 
became manager (Cheshire 1984: 45). 
132 One of the earliest publications was a Shakespearean play printed in 1932. Five further plays 
followed and many textbooks, including the Wilson’s Intermediate Arithmetic which ‘formed the 
very foundations of the Cheshire publishing enterprise’ (Cheshire 1984: 62).  

 173



and his successes relied on an awareness that producing cultural products entailed 

marketing them to potential consumers.  

 
The situation...was not ideal for retail trade and we had to advertise to obtain 
customers. One of the most unusual methods employed was advertising on the 
back of tram tickets… We also used the morning session of radio to bring in 
customers. (Cheshire 1984: 63)  

 
Cheshire had the good fortune to meet Andrew Fabinyi (1908-78) who had come to 

Melbourne in 1939 from Budapest, and had unsuccessfully tried working as a Sydney 

publisher’s agent, before joining Cheshire, though war took him away for some time. In 

1954 he became Publishing Director of F.W. Cheshire, and eventually a second 

company, F. W. Cheshire Publishing Pty. Ltd. was formed (Cheshire 1984: 67) which he 

directed until 1969.  Fabinyi believed that Australian children ‘didn’t want to read of, you 

know, snowfall in December… I published children’s books and I started an enormous 

publishing programme of Australian educational books with Cheshires’ (Fabinyi, De Berg 

Tapes 1974: 9, 624). Further development with the ‘school prize trade’ led to a move to 

bigger premises at 338 Little Collins Street, with floor space of ‘7,000 square feet’ 

(Cheshire 1984: 64). Enormously successful books included Alan Marshall’s These Are 

My People (1944), People of the Dreamtime (1952) and I Can Jump Puddles (1955), 

illustrated by Alison Forbes. After the war Cheshire was ‘the second largest publisher in 

Australia’ (Cheshire 1984: 103) and its publishing 133 offered new perspectives on 

Australian culture. Barbara Buick (1924-) wrote in 1962 that  

 
the market…is surely here for good Australian children’s books…there are now 
approximately 12,000 school libraries of varying size and consequently book 
budgets, as well as possibly 1,000 public children’s librarians in Australia… 
(Buick 1962: 9) 

 
This demand perhaps led to her appointment as ‘one of the first specialized children’s 

book editors’ to Cheshire, and in the late 1960s, to the creation of their ‘Authors and  

Artists Series for Young Australians’ (Fabinyi 1971a: 11). The series aimed to produce  

fine picture books by bringing together artists renowned in other fields.  

 
The first book in the Series was Katharine Susannah Prichard’s Moggie and her 
Circus Pony illustrated by Elaine Haxton…followed by Geoffrey Dutton’s 
children’s poetry On My Island with sophisticated child orientated illustrations by 
John Perceval. (Fabinyi 1971a: 12)  
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The series was not overwhelmingly successful in sales, but the third title, Sly Old 

Wardrobe by Ivan Southall, illustrated by Ted Greenwood (1930-99), was an exception, 

winning the 1969 CBCA Picture Book of the Year award and introducing  

the talents of an acclaimed illustrator. Fabinyi was forced to admit that: ‘Both the Guild 

and the Authors and Artist [sic] series appear to prove that the school and public library 

market for quality children’s books is one which has not yet quite jelled’ (Fabinyi 1971: 

13), later acknowledging that ‘the first difficulty which the experiment revealed was that 

the frontier of quality is not clearly demarcated’ (Fabinyi 1971: 9). Nevertheless, 

Cheshire continued to play a vital role in meeting educational demands until its demise 

in the late 1960s. 

 

Another company established to alleviate a gap in the educational market was 

Jacaranda Press, founded by Brian Clouston (1925-) who had been manager of his 

family’s Brisbane business, McLeod’s Book Store. When William Brooks, the major 

educational publisher in Queensland, cut discounts to retail bookshops, it ‘prompted 

[Clouston] to initiate a publishing program’ (Blaxell, Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. 

unpublished manuscript). Early in 1955, Lloyd O’Neil (1928-1992), as a rep for Cassell, 

made his regular call to McLeod’s to discover that Clouston had founded The Jacaranda 

Press and needed a manager. He took the job (The Australian Publishing of Lloyd O’Neil 

1991: 2). While also publishing secondary texts, Jacaranda represented overseas 

publishers, established state branches, formed strong links with schools, and began the 

Endeavour Language Program and the Jacaranda Atlas. In 1960, when Clouston 

became full-time managing director, O’Neil left for Melbourne and established 

Lansdowne Press, with a mission to produce educational materials,  not as an agency 

business (as most new publishers did) but ‘to publish books about things that interested 

him’ (The Australian Publishing of Lloyd O’Neil 1991: 2). 134 Forced to start printing in 

Japan in 1963, in order to remain competitive, O’Neil began a dramatic change in 

Australian publishing, which contributed to greater economic returns. O’Neil published a 

number of children’s books by Judith Wright and Joyce Nicholson, before selling in 1963 

to the Cheshire group.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
133 By writers such as Bruce Dawe and Robin Boyd.  
134 The list included a wide range of subjects from sport and politics to Australian folklore and 
heritage (The Australian Publishing of Lloyd O’Neil 1991: 2). 
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Rigby’s, the well-established Adelaide bookselling company, also ‘flourished in the 

postwar boom, especially retailing British schoolbooks [from 1950] to schools rapidly 

growing in size and numbers’ (Page, Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. unpublished  

manuscript). Managing director Vern Branson appointed ‘Fred Cawte...as educational 

publisher [who] proved to be a genius in this field’ (Branson 1986: 42) and from 1955 

onwards Rigby issued important books, including those of Colin Thiele (1920-) while  

‘the solid basis was the educational section’ (Branson 1986: 41). Later, there was a 

boom in Australiana, 135 and Rigby was to achieve its greatest successes in the 1960s 

and 1970s. Others such as Melbourne University Press (MUP) which republished The 

Bay and Padie Book by Furnley Maurice in 1945 (Nicholson 2000: 100) also produced 

children’s books sporadically.  

 
The importance of educational publishing should not be underestimated given that these 

various successful publishers ‘cut their teeth’ on it. By 1957, in Australia, 

 
the first survey of the economics of Australian publishing by the Australian Book 
Publishers’ Association [reported that overall]…Output was 181 titles of which 59 
were educational titles and 308 reprints of which 191 were educational books. 
This is where the success, and the money, was. While booksellers were 
spending so much time defending the Statement of Terms for British books and 
establishing the ABPA [Australian Book Publishers’ Association] to help police 
them, the new demand for Australian titles by educational authorities was 
drawing them in to publishing. (Curtain 1997: 47)  

 
Their histories nevertheless reflect difficulties – by 1950 National Library figures for 

Australian publications ‘had decreased to 745 from the 1228 in 1946’ (Nicholson 2000: 

126) and didn’t increase markedly thereafter. Efforts to stimulate local production led to 

some ambitious experiments, one of which was ‘The Children’s Library Guild of Australia 

in the very early 1960s:  

 
The concept was to bring together under the chairmanship of the late Professor 
G.S. Browne, then Emeritus Professor of Education in the University of 
Melbourne, Australia’s leading children’s librarians to form an advisory board, 
under whose guidance it would be possible to produce and sell, to a reasonably 
assured library (as well as general) market more high quality children’s books 
than would otherwise be the case… an advisory panel was was quickly 
constituted. It included that great children’s librarian, the late Joyce 

                                                           
135 And in 1959 an announcement that Rigby’s would recommence producing general books with 
Ian Mudie as publishing editor, was made. Their big post-war success was The Australians by 
George Johnston with photographs by Robert Goodman. Michael Page replaced Mudie, and the 
firm grew to having branches in every state and a staff of 120. 
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Boniwell, then working in Canberra; Joyce Fardell, then...in charge of the New 
South Wales School Library Service; Maisie Purves Smith (now Lady Drysdale) 
then Children’s Librarian at Camberwell, Victoria; Barbara Buick from Adelaide, 
then president of the Children’s Library Section of the Library Association of 
Australia; Cynthia Paltridge, then Children’s Librarian in Tasmania and Catherine 
King, then the ABC’s children’s book reviewer in Perth. (Fabinyi 1971a: 8)  

 

Publishers selected books to submit to the panel and if its members favoured the  

publishers’ page proofs, ‘it appeared in two editions. The Guild edition in solid 

re-enforced binding ready, except for cataloguing, for immediate library use.’ (Fabinyi 

1971: 9) Inevitably the Guild struck trouble with diversity of opinions, since the ‘frontier of 

quality is not one clearly demarcated’ (Fabinyi 1971a: 9), and with the organization 

which required librarians to buy six books a year and to take Guild subscriptions with any 

bookseller, many of whom ‘refused to co-operate at all, [or] to take subscriptions’ 

(Fabinyi 1971a: 11) and it didn’t last long. The few titles included Judith Wright’s Range 

the Mountains High (1962) and Frank Kellaway’s The Quest for Golden Dan(1962) and 

’at the peak of its short existence, [1962-3?] it had just over 400 subscribers’ (Fabinyi 

1971: 10). Saxby articulated the problem: ‘for a long while Australian publishers brought 

out children’s titles more as a service than from a sense of commitment’ (Saxby 1969: 

20). Children’s publishing history is littered with such cultural experimentation – for 

example, the establishment of the CBCA awards in the 1940s was another attempt to 

favour the cultural over the commercial. Ironically, growing challenges forced the local 

industry to examine its purposes and steel its resolve to create worthwhile and 

commercial books for children.   

 

British and US Publishers Returned to Secure These New Territories 
  

From 1945 onwards, then, there are many examples of Australian children’s publishing 

forging an aggressively nationalistic identity in the face of ‘threats’ to continuing local 

Australian publishing growth, including the fact that British publishers, fearing US 

incursions into their territories and reacting to Australian booksellers’ criticisms of their 

inferior war-time production standards, moved quickly to restore their previous 

supremacy.  

 
British literary culture, whether in the lecture theatre, the drawing room or read by 
torch under the blankets, was the staple. Australians were brought up on Peter 
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Rabbit, Enid Blyton, Biggles and Sir Arthur Grimble…and they arrived from 
“Home” by the boatload. (Curtain 1993b: 235)  

 

It was extremely difficult to export any Australian-published and -manufactured children’s 

book to other English speaking countries, and the selling of rights was an isolated 

occasion. Improved production was ensured when the ‘Board of Trade relaxed rationing 

of book cloths and book papers’ (Australian Encyclopedia 1996: 502) so that British 

publishers could make their books more qualitatively competitive with the US 

productions. ‘The post-war resurgence of British publishing once again poured books 

into Australia and the books were more attractive and cheaper than the Australian 

product’ (Fabinyi 1971: 6). British company histories celebrate the ‘new opportunities’ 

presented by children’s publishing and the added bonus of a ready market in the 

‘Common-wealth’. Though local publishers had little recourse against them, the 1954 

establishment of A&R’s London office was designed to deal with such competition.  

 
Under the British Empire Agreement, which took effect just after the war, United 
Kingdom publishers had sole rights to the Australian market, which meant that 
European and American books could only find their way to Australia via British 
publishers. So, the real purpose of this London Office was “specifically to 
circumvent the British Empire Agreement.” (Dictionary of Literary Biography 112 
1991: 15) 

 

British publishers were traditionally aided by Australian booksellers who continued to 

rely on the sales of overseas books to make their livelihoods, generously subsidized 

by British publishers’ discounts. The ‘Statement of Terms’ established by the 

Australian Booksellers Association was, like the British ‘Net Book Agreement’, 

designed to protect booksellers’ margins by setting a retail price for books sold in 

Australia which was enforced by the British Publishers’ Association, combined with the 

Australian publishers, who together as the Australian Book Trade Advisory Committee 

(ABTAC) refused to sell to Australian booksellers who did not enforce established 

prices. Local booksellers continued to take advantage of British publishers’ terms, 

indenting books direct at handsome discounts and selling at the same retail prices as 

those in England. The system also set discounts to educational institutions and 

regulated what other discounting or (minimal) remaindering could be done. It 

effectively restricted the trade to ‘traditional’ booksellers rather than allowing ‘non-

traditional’ outlets to operate a viable book trade since publishers would/could not deal  
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with them. This arrangement lasted in Britain for longer than in Australia. (In 1971 the 

Australian Prices Surveillance Authority outlawed retail price maintenance in Australia, 

but in the UK the Net Book Agreement did not end until 1995.) Local booksellers’ trading 

conditions were to change, however, because the local branches of British houses could 

handle most of their sales themselves.  

 

The Traditional Market Agreement was also formalized in 1946 when 

 
British and American publishers reached agreement on selling their respective 
books in clearly defined regions: the Americans, in short, would respect Britain’s 
monopoly in Britain itself, the British Commonwealth, its colonies and 
dependencies, and the United States undertook to refuse to sell local publication 
rights to a third party (e.g. an Australian publisher). Henceforth, “British and 
Commonwealth rights” would be one and indivisible. (‘Book Publishing’ Australian 
Encyclopedia, 1996: 502)  

 

A challenge was organized by the Australian Attorney-General’s Department in 1974, 

and thereafter a court case brought about by Max Harris (bookseller of Adelaide) and 

others led to a prosecution of the British and American Publishers’ Associations by the 

US Justice Department in an antitrust action. This change was significant in that it 

opened up questions of access and territory, but it was quickly challenged in turn by the 

growth of multinationals who were effectively able to control the availability of their 

products in any case. This agreement ended in 1976 when an open conference on the 

importation of books to Australia was convened.  

 

Thus, despite the growth of the largely educational local Australian publishers, overseas 

companies such as Nelson, Longmans, Heinemann and Blackie were becoming more 

active with varying degrees of success. Blackie & Son’s company history records that  

 
[f]ollowing the relative quiet of the war years a great many new and successful 
school books have been issued, which continue to play no small part in the 
education of children in Britain and throughout the Commonwealth… [and that] 
great improvements in lithographic colour printing became firmly established 
which, together with evident alterations in public taste, produced greater and 
more rapid changes in the province of children’s books than were encountered 
by other sections of the business...and a strong “children’s” editorial group has 
been steadily building up since that date. (Blackie 1957: 62-63)  

 

Though Blackie publications found their way to Australia no office was opened, perhaps 

limiting possible expansion. In contrast, Longmans company history records: 
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[W]e have moved in rapidly to the Commonwealth with its developing and 
independent countries… It was not so long ago that these markets had to be 
content solely with exports from the home market for their school books, then 
with adaptations…but in every subject valuable books have been written by 
authors native to their own country, produced, and published locally by the 
Longman companies from Hong Kong to the Caribbean and Latin America, from 
West, East, and Southern Africa, across the Arab world to Malaysia, Singapore, 
Australia and New Zealand. (Wallis 1974: 71)  

 

Enid Moodie Heddle (1904-), Longmans’ educational editor, created Boomerang 

Books – ‘the forerunner of the more attractively presented school-books in Australia’ 

(Muir 1982: 114) – having joined the firm of Longmans Green in 1935 and become its 

education manager from 1946 to 1960 (McVitty 1989: 93). Her Boomerang Book of 

Legendary Tales was winner of the 1958 CBCA Book of the Year Award. Muir writes 

that she was ‘devoted to Australian literature and influenced by the Jindyworobak 

group’ (Muir 1998: 36). Heddle was one of a handful of publishing professionals who 

kept the flames of children’s publishing alight during the 1950s, despite the potential 

for it to expire in the face of confronting challenges.  

 

Fortuitously, another overseas company, Oxford University Press (OUP), brought to 

Australia Frank Eyre (1910-1988) who would even more fruitfully influence the industry’s 

development. Sent out in 1949 to become editorial manager of the Australian branch, 136 he 

is credited with ‘professionalizing’ children’s publishing. ‘A practical idealist of the most 

incorrigible kind, full of determined ideas about what needed to be done to revitalize the 

Oxford image in Australia and relentless in his pursuit of them’ (Eyre 1978: 37), Eyre found 

a strong company which had been managed by E.R. Bartholomew for twenty-seven years 

until his retirement in 1949, and who had made its local publishing consistently profitable. 

War-time expansion had included children’s books, and it had a strong educational list. Eyre 

became general manager two years later 137 and went on to publish key writers such as 

Nan Chauncy (1900- 1970) (whom he had already published in the UK), and to discover 

writers like Eleanor Spence (1928-), Hesba (Pixie) Brinsmead (1922-2004) and Margaret  

                                                           
136 F.T. Sambell was in charge of sales.  
137 Whereupon Sambell left and became manager of Heinemann’s new branch in Melbourne. 
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Balderson (1935-?) thus developing OUP’s children’s publishing program considerably. 

Industry colleagues including Joyce Nicholson (Nicholson 2000: 125), Eyre’s successor 

David Cunningham (Cunningham, Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. unpublished 

manuscript) and Rosalind Price, later OUP’s children’s editor, suggest that he did more 

than anyone else to train editors and develop a professional approach to the business of 

producing books. His insistence on quality stemmed from his formative time at OUP (UK) 

when Publisher Geoffrey Cumberlidge insisted that the children’s list should improve 

after WWII.  

 

This changed British children’s publishing, since before that ‘no other children’s book 

department in Britain was concentrating on quality’ (Eyre 1978: 110). Eyre’s attention to 

design was minute and Alison Forbes thought he was ‘God’ in this respect 

(Cunningham, Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. unpublished manuscript) Many attribute 

to his wife, the typographer Muriel Hatfield-Cribb (later Eyre), the design improvements 

in OUP’s educational publications, and later the skills of editor Wendy Sutherland 

appointed in 1958, a significant move since,  

 
[t]here were, in those early years, no trained book editors in Australia other than 
those already working for Melbourne University Press or Angus & Robertson, and 
as Oxford was one of the very few firms willing to undertake training, its editors 
were always in demand. (Eyre 1978a: 49)  

 
Tellingly, though, UK instructions to Eyre included an  

 
embargo on any form of publishing that competed directly with the products of 
London or Oxford publishing departments and unhappily this included all the 
children’s books and most of the successful educational list. (Eyre 1978a: 33)  

 

All children’s books were actually published by the UK office and Eyre acted ‘as a kind of 

remote sponsoring editor for the home department’ (Eyre 1978a: 35). He solved the 

problem of steering clear of Home Office’s traditional territories in educational publishing, 

too, by discovering new markets. 138 Eleanor Spence recalls that until 1979, ‘[o]ne 

anomaly in a time of transition for Oxford authors in Australia was that the Australian 

sales of their novels counted as “overseas”, and drew only half the royalty paid on their 

                                                           
138 For example, with the assistance of E.C. Parnwell, when they recognized that the needs of 
Papua New Guinea and nearby Pacific region nations were not being met, they pioneered a new 
branch of scholarship in that area, which did not ‘compete’ in any way with the Home office’s 
publishing programs. 
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British sales’ (Niall 1984: 4). Chauncy’s first book, They Found a Cave (1949, 1958), 

published in the UK, was illustrated by the esteemed Margaret Horder (1903-1978) who 

had just then returned to an appreciative Australian public, and whose experience was 

invaluable in raising the standard of Australian book illustration considerably. Thus 

Oxford’s role in encouraging editorial and design standards and in publishing significant 

Australian works challenges those who disparage the post-war incursions of British 

companies. One shining example is Judith Wright’s memoir The Generations of Men 

(1959) ‘which she was free to publish with Oxford because Angus & Robertson had 

rejected it’ (Eyre 1978: 51). Many Australian children drew sustenance from this and 

other works published during Eyre’s years at the helm. Eyre also tried to publish Elyne 

Mitchell’s (1913-2002) first book, The Silver Brumby, which was shown to him on the 

author’s behalf by Margareta Webber, the bookseller. Unfortunately Mitchell’s agent 

Curtis Brown also sent it to OUP London and there ensued ‘a hell of a row’. By this 

stage, 1958, Frank Eyre had ‘bent the rules’ and published Nan Chauncy’s novel A 

Fortune for the Brave in Australia. OUP London’s children’s editor was not pleased and 

so ‘a stalemate ensued’ over Mitchell’s book which was rejected by both offices and later 

published by Hutchinson. ‘The colonial mentality was firmly in place’ (Prentice 2002: 3).  

 

Eyre’s influence was not limited to his role at OUP. He encouraged the formation of 

the ABPA in 1949 and was a key stakeholder in the early years of the CBCA ‘when 

Australian confidence in the local product needed strengthening, [and] the combination 

of Eyre’s enthusiasm and prestige and the Oxford imprint was invaluable.’(Niall 1984: 

4) Though a representative of a foreign-owned company, his firmly-held belief was that 

any publishing growth would occur only in tandem with that of a sustainable local 

industry, and George Ferguson (1910-1998) of A&R, as President of the ABPA (1950-

56), agreed in supporting any ‘local’ publishing. Big changes in the book trade 

included a new wave of ‘opportunist local-image publishing which far from being 

encouraged by these booksellers, was at first actively disliked and opposed’ (Eyre 

1978a: 46) by them, clinging to the last vestiges of an industry which they knew 

intimately but which was about to change forever. So they in turn admired Oxford’s 

‘position as a middle-of-the-road publisher of high standing, whose integrity was 

unquestionable, [which] made its manager the ideal negotiator in these argumentative 

years’ (Eyre 1978a: 46). Eyre’s appointment, though it entailed many frustrations for an 

experienced children’s publisher, in not being allowed to publish locally, and in that 
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‘there was little chance of any new publisher achieving much…because Australian 

literature was then dominated by Angus & Robertson’ (Eyre 1978a: 47), represented a 

watershed. For ‘he was the first person to be chosen by any British publishing firm who 

was by training and inclination a publisher rather than a salesman’ (Eyre 1978a: 33). 

Though OUP sought to secure a valuable ‘territory’ it also realized that quality products 

were demanded by this rapidly growing market.  

 

Another significant company which opened an Australian branch office was Penguin 

Books Australia in 1946, whereupon it ceased its distribution arrangements with Lothian, 

and began to enlarge its local market. These origins were ‘neither auspicious nor even 

planned. The giant tree grew from an accidental seed’ (Dutton 1996: 1). It was clear, 

though, that since the market in Australian and New Zealand ‘led the rest of the world in 

the number, per capita, of people buying books’ (Dutton 1996: 4) an Australian presence 

would enable Penguin to ‘present its books better to booksellers, educational authorities 

and other outlets, than if the books were bundled up with those of several other 

publishers’ (Dutton 1996: 4). Bob Maynard had established Penguin’s interests well via 

his strong contacts with booksellers and his recognition that some of their titles would 

suit Australian educational requirements perfectly. 139 In 1958 The Penguin Book of 

Australian Verse edited by Thompson, Slessor and Howarth was published in London, 

and the idea of establishing an Australian Penguin list began to surface. Puffins were 

imported from the UK throughout the late 1940s and 1950s, but no real growth occurred 

until Brian Stonier became Managing Director in 1961 and literary advisors Geoffrey 

Dutton and Max Harris were retained. One outcome of the company’s establishment, 

and with the influence of British territorial agreements here, was that  

 
by the banning of American editions the free communication of ideas by means 
of books was in effect cut off… Penguin…soon became synonymous with the 
term “paperback”, for it had no competition. The American “quality paperback 
revolution” of the 1950s passed Australia by. (Australian Encyclopedia 1996: 
502)   

                                                           
139 However, Allen Lane’s brother Richard Lane was appointed director, and John Heap 
manager, in 1955, after which Maynard left. 
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Penguin’s local program was also hampered by the quixotic management style of 

founder Allen Lane, unclear directions from Harmondsworth, a shortage of funds, and 

Chief UK Editor Tony Godwin’s ‘enlightening and infuriating’ (Dutton 1996: 41) 

directives. Godwin regarded Australia ‘as an offshore island colony and had great 

reservations about the whole Australian publishing project’ (Dutton 1996: 41). Dutton 

records an interesting distinction between the UK and Australian operations: 

 
Penguin Australia, like most Australian houses with British or American parents – 
that is to say all the big ones – has the distribution culture. They were set up as 
distribution companies, the history is one of distribution and they’re, generally 
speaking, sales and marketing led… A company like Penguin UK…is an 
editorially led organization with no culture of distribution. (Dutton 1996: 4)  

 

The implications of this might have been that Penguin Australia would lack editorial 

direction, but would benefit from its distribution networks. However evidence suggests 

that Penguin Australia’s financial and critical successes were founded upon an early 

recognition of the importance of editorial decision making and were enhanced by the 

distribution culture from which the company arose. The latter can be seen to have made 

it successful, where other companies (particularly independent Australians) faltered, in 

relying too substantially on editorial demands at the expense of sales. This powerful 

combination will be observed in Penguin’s later successful balance between commercial 

and cultural imperatives.   

 

Cassell’s Australian branch had also printed locally during the war, establishing a 

precedent for an Australian program, for  

 
it became apparent that the head office in London would not be able to export the 
large quantity of books required in Australia and New Zealand. From 1941 
therefore many English books – such as Mr Churchill’s speeches – were printed 
and bound in Melbourne or Wellington, or both, for the Australian market, while 
books by Australian authors, printed in Melbourne and Sydney, have since the 
war been shipped to London for the English market. (Nowell-Smith 1958: 267) 

 

‘The whole situation was of increasing moment because of the enormous increase in 

the demand for books in Australia and New Zealand – something like ten-fold since 

1939’ (Flower 1984: 56). This threat to the century-old publisher was met quickly: 

‘Some 45,000 volumes had been shipped to Britain when, in the spring of 1947, the 

Board of Trade prohibited the import of fiction and children’s books’ (Nowell-Smith  
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1958: 267). In 1947 Howard Denny was succeeded by his son, Cyril Howard Denny 

(Nowell-Smith 1958: 266) and the business director, Aubrey Gentry, visited Australia, the 

outcome being: ‘a literary advisor was appointed so that we could take as full a part as 

possible in the remarkable upsurge of indigenous writing. The first to hold the post was 

C.B. Christensen of Melbourne University…’ (Flower 1984: 56), succeeded in 1949 by 

Geoffrey Hutton, and in 1956, by Alan Nicholls. In 1953, New Zealand and Australia 

were separated as companies, and ‘Cassell, with its sales office established in 

Melbourne for sixty years, appointed Robert Sessions who had been apprenticed to 

Hutchinson in London to develop an educational and trade list’ (Curtain 1993b: 237) and 

other companies followed suit in beginning Australian educational lists.  

 
William Collins also established a Sydney branch during the war and 

 
began to publish the firm’s books starting off with Australia’s own distinguished 
novelist Eleanor Dark… The Australian manager was then Alec B. Glen, who was 
succeeded by F.O. Howe, who went out from London in 1946. (Keir 1952: 274)  

 
In late 1961 Ken Wilder (1935-), then with Hamish Hamilton (HH), was sent out to 

examine their agency arrangements, and was instructed to do the same for Sir William 

(Billy) Collins. Not only was HH ‘concerned about the poor results’ (Wilder 1994: 49) in 

Australia and New Zealand, but Wilder suspected that Collins were interested 

‘because they would have liked our agency…where Collins had subsidiary companies 

established since the late nineteenth century’ (Wilder 1994: 49). Collins offered Wilder 

management of its Australian operation which he took up later that year. ‘Collins in 

Sydney had published only a handful of books over the years, partly because there 

had been no one with the necessary background and publishing experience to operate 

as a publisher’ (Wilder 1994: 78). Ironically, one of Wilder’s first concerned 

observations was that the British American Traditional Market Agreement (as was 

noted earlier in this chapter) was severely hampering local Australian publishing 

growth. ‘Its effect was to limit Australian-owned publishers to local material only’ 

(Wilder 1994: 70). When he became a board member of A&R after Collins’ purchase of 

Sir Frank Packer’s and Consolidated Press’s 30 percent shareholding in the company, 

in 1962, he observed at first hand the effect of British policies on local companies. It 

was perhaps the fact that A & R also had bookselling interests that had caused it to 

accept these detrimental arrangements which so well suited Australian  
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booksellers, for so long. This form of cultural cringe, Wilder says, had the effect of 

condemning local companies to publish books which  

 
were almost all directed at the relatively small Australian audience… In other 
words they were blocked from publishing in Australia the money-spinning 
international bestsellers that form the basis of prosperity for the larger general 
book publishers of Britain and the USA. (Wilder 1994: 71)  

 

Collins’ principal function, despite Wilder’s immediate reservations, had always been to 

market the company’s books published and generally printed in Britain. But its later 

successes were founded on his realization that local publishing would reap greater 

rewards, especially if marketed overseas.140  

 

Nelson, Macmillan and William Heinemann each began to shore up local territories too. 

‘In 1958 Nick Hudson was recruited from the UK to develop Heinemann Educational 

Australia as a separate entity from the long-established Australian branch of William 

Heinemann’ (Curtain 1993b: 237). Australia’s ties to Britain remained strong, so that by 

1953, ‘24 percent of all British book exports went to Australia’ (Keir 1952: 235). British 

publishers had ‘risen to the challenge’ and acted promptly, achieving great success. 

 
The post-war period has seen a dramatic change in the standing of Australia and 
New Zealand as markets for English books. Both countries had long boasted a 
very high percentage reading public, with remarkably fine bookshops which 
cannot be bettered throughout the world, but the small population had hitherto 
restricted turnover. It was noticed during the war that sales of books in the 
Antipodes were rising markedly, but this was, somewhat uncharitably, attributed 
to the presence there of vast numbers of American and British troops. When the 
war was over and all the visitors had gone home, it was found that figures still 
remained at the same high level; and they have in fact continued to advance 
remarkably ever since. This extraordinary increase, something like ten-fold since 
1939, may be attributed in part to the influx of immigrants into Australia and New 
Zealand, but much more to the fact that both countries have abundantly and 
richly found their own feet – they have come of age. They are both fortunate to 
possess a reading public wealthy enough and constant enough to keep their 
book-trade in an abidingly healthy  
condition. (Nowell-Smith 1958: 267)   

 

Another outcome of British publishers establishing their own branches, was that 

 

                                                           
140 A discussion of successful Collins titles during the 1960s and 1970s such as S.A. Wakefield’s 
Bottersnikes and Gumbles (1967) and A.B. Paterson’s Waltzing Matilda (1970) illustrated by 
Desmond Digby, is included in Chapter 5.   
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the halcyon period for booksellers…with little real competition from other locally 
based publishers, was coming to an end. As was also the long-standing direct 
relationship between the Australian bookseller as an indenting customer and the 
British publisher as an exporter… From being independent principals, dealing 
direct with overseas principals, they found themselves becoming no more than 
retail outlets dealing with subsidiaries and some of them resented this change 
bitterly. (Eyre 1978a: 45-46) 

 

British publishers took advantage of these fertile conditions and ‘grew’ their own 

Australian publishing enterprises amidst slow Australian publishing development, while 

local booksellers recognized that expansion would lead to reduced circumstances for 

them too.  

 

Technology Began to Wield an Influence 
 

But other powerful forces were gathering strength, not least that of technology, which 

would become the largest impact on publishing, and had made itself felt in the 1950s 

and earlier. For in these ‘dreary times’ the Argonauts Club had been launched on radio 

in 1933 by the Australian Broadcasting Commission, with Nina Murdoch issuing the 

rallying pledge: 

 
Before the sun and the night and the blue seas, I vow to stand faithfully by all that 
is brave and beautiful; to seek adventure, and having discovered aught of 
wonder, or delight; of merriment or loveliness, to share it freely with my 
comrades, the Band of Happy Rowers. (Johnson 1997: 7) 

 

This children’s radio program became one of the most enduring Australian memories, 

faltering briefly but then being revived by Frank D. Clewlow, the ABC’s first Federal 

Controller of Productions, who chose Ida Elizabeth Osbourne as host. Starting work in 

February 1939, together with ‘Joe’ (Albert Collins) and ‘Mac’ (Atholl Fleming), ‘Elizabeth’ 

became known to thousands of Australian children. While children’s publishing was 

stumbling forward, one of the future’s most celebrated of children’s writers, Ruth Park 

(1923-), was writing regular serials for the ABC children’s programming department 

during the 1940s and her later book series success The Muddle-Headed Wombat 

started as a serial in 1951 and was included in the Argonaut’s Club show (Johnson 

1997: 152). By the mid-1950s,  
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there were just over a million children aged seven to 17 living in Australia at the 
time, and one in every 21 of those was a signed-up member of the club. New 
members were joining at the rate of 10,000 a year. (Johnson 1997:156)  

 

With such a strong audience, the Club also ventured into publishing, e.g. the ABC 

Children’s Hour Annual, which appeared from 1956 to 1960, with no issue in 1959.  

 

Reading audiences would change further for ‘in November 1956, television came to 

Australia just in time for the Olympic Games… Sir Frank Packer’s TCN Channel 9, beat 

the [Australian Broadcasting] Commission to air that year’ (Johnson 1997: 179). Its 

impact on children’s culture and reading would become one of the most divisive areas 

affecting criticism of children’s literature. In Australia early programs ‘were mostly 

imported’, though in the 1960s there were exceptions with Skippy the Bush Kangaroo, 

followed by the 1973 drama series Seven Little Australians, and the long-running 

Playschool (based on the BBC production). The difficulties local producers have faced in 

generating product for local and overseas consumption must be seen in the same 

context as those faced by book publishers. Geography and population continue to 

provide challenges to the Australian producer.  

 

Imported Mass Market Culture Arrived 
 

These technological and societal trends would influence consumption and production, by 

broadening and increasing popular reading tastes and changing market demands. In 

post-war Australia, as mentioned, the mass-produced Little Golden Books from the USA 

flourished (Muir 1982: 113). Ideas ran an advertisement in August 1948, announcing that 

Little Golden Books would now be published in Australia by arrangement with Simon & 

Schuster (Nicholson 2000: 112), then  

 
in 1950 Consolidated Press joined with a musical publisher, D. Davis and Co. 
Pty. Ltd., to print and publish Little Golden Books in Australasia. The low-priced 
children’s books, which had been launched by Simon & Schuster in the USA in 
1942, featured good writing and illustrations, were subject to extensive market 
research, and sold approximately 4½ million copies a year. Consolidated Press, 
which had always been attuned to the mass market, took a 51 per cent interest in 
Golden Press… Conpress Printing then acquired an offset printery, Colourtone 
Pty. Ltd., to produce Little Golden Books and some Whitman publications. In the 
year to 30 June 1951 Golden Press made a gross profit of 42,658. (Griffen-Foley 
1999: 153) 
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Despite the rhetoric, this successful local media company imported overseas product 

rather than producing home-grown materials. Magazines for children like Pals, The 

Comet and Chucklers Weekly which had flourished since the 1920s began to decline.  

 
The beginning of the end for Australian publishers of children’s papers, became 
dramatically apparent during the 1950s with the importation from American 
syndicates of mass produced “comix” (and even back dated magazines) which 
were dumped in enormous quantities on the local market. (Lindesay 1983: 129) 

 
So, together with British activity, US comic and mass market book publishers began to 

wield power in developing the reading tastes of Australian children. 

 

In summary the post-WWII period promised new cultural developments, albeit not fully 

realized. The growth implied by the increasing trend of all Australian publications from 

1000 in 1945 to 1100 in 1946, was quickly stymied and ‘book production then fell again, 

‘and thereafter declined’ (Australian Encyclopedia 1996: 502). This perhaps reflected a 

wider societal malaise, for despite the burgeoning of new cultural ambitions, ‘there was 

to be a curious sense of unfulfilment and hesitation on the brow of the hill during the 

decade after the war’ (Serle 1973: 178) and ‘in 1961…Australia still represented about 

ten percent of the total British book market’ (Curtain 1997: vii). The 1950s saw a gradual 

decline in the effervescent nature of children’s publishing, and, ‘in 1961…[o]nly 4 of the 

books to be judged [in the annual Children’s Book Council of Australia awards] were 

published in Australia, and once again no award could be made for a best Australian 

picture book’ (Fabinyi 1971a: 7). This optimistic period of increases in educational 

publishing, saw a decline in other publishing areas.  

 
TABLE B. TOTAL AUSTRALIAN BOOK PUBLICATION (1947-1960) 
1947: 1,178 1952:    627 1957:    661 
1948: 1,088 1953:    516 1958:    705 
1949:    666 1954:    565 1959:    765 
1950:    745 1955:    612 1960:    531 
1951:    688 1956:    625 1961: 1,840 
Source: Andrew Fabinyi, ‘The Book Trade’, Texas Quarterly 5, 2 (Summer 1962): 78.  
 
‘For the first twenty years after the war Australian publishing would be a stillborn 

industry… Printing suffered also: without fine books to print there can be no fine 

printing’ (Australian Encyclopedia 1996: 502). Despite the efforts of advocates such as 

Andrew Fabinyi, Frank Eyre, Margaret Horder, John Ferguson, Beatrice Davis and  
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Enid Moodie Heddle, children’s book production standards remained pitifully immature. 

In 1962, Fabinyi noted that: ‘In the whole of Australia there are only four people who 

have made book-design their vocation, and only one of those is engaged specifically in 

that capacity.’ (Fabinyi 1962: 8). Nevertheless, there was occurring: greater demand for 

reading materials and education; changing patterns of consumer behaviour; a growth in 

children’s culture and the recognition of children as a consumer market; a burgeoning 

professionalism in publishing and the book trade – and amongst these elements the 

stage was set for a catalyst capable of injecting new vitality.  
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CHAPTER FIVE  

 

MARKET CONSOLIDATION – THE AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN’S 

PUBLISHING INDUSTRY 1963–1980 
 

 
To market, to market, to buy a fat pig,  
    Home again, home again, jiggety-jig; 
To market, to market, to buy a fat hog, 
    Home again, home again, jiggety-jog. 

(Opie 1951: 299)  
 
As it entered the 1960s, and Phase Four – the takeover period and the age of 

consolidation and expansion (1963-1980) – Australian children’s publishing needed a 

massive injection of enthusiasm. In 1963, Fabinyi continued to bemoan the diminished 

output:  

 
If in twelve months time we again look at only less than a dozen local children’s 
books, then we will have to suggest that the currently fostered image of the 
youthful, possibly bronzed, triumphant, dinkum publisher be changed to the one 
of a scruffy adolescent, lost in the bush wailing and moaning for help which does 
not seem to come (Fabinyi 1963: 5)  

 
He was not to be quickly satisfied for in 1963, of the forty-two titles submitted to the 

CBCA awards, twenty-one received accolades of which ten were English and eleven 

Australian (Fabinyi 1963: 5). In 1971, Fabinyi again surveyed output, referring to 

Anderson (1965) who listed ‘810 titles, of which 80 [were] by Mary Grant Bruce, May 

Gibbs and Ethel Turner, and only another 52 were published before 1940’ (Fabinyi 

1971a: 3). However, as it entered the new era being celebrated so spectacularly 

overseas, Australian publishing began to benefit belatedly from the post-war 

encouragements which had been stymied by 1950s’ conservatism, though takeovers 

were to further challenge the industry as well.  

 

The major trends and influences in this period were:  
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• first, the professionalization of the industry;  

• second, takeovers and multinational growth;  

• third, changes in printing;  

• fourth, changes in retail and importing regulations;  

• fifth, growth in government funding for libraries and schools;  

• sixth, a new recognition of children’s literature with the growth of the picture 

book, the paperback and new Australian children’s fiction;  

• seventh, the continuing growth of other media; and  

• eighth, nationalistic fervour engendered by political changes. 

 

The Professionalization of the Industry 
 

The professionalization of Australia’s children’s publishing industry began in the 1960s, 

sustained by the talents of key individuals and new organizations – the appointment of 

children’s editors; the establishment of professional bodies and reviewing journals; and 

the opening of bookshops specializing in children’s literature. And they were all 

enhanced by a growing appreciation of Australian culture.  

 
A publisher and his editors are individuals who can, and do, make visible 
contributions to the intellectual landscapes of their communities… [I]f [this 
contribution] did not have the dogged pioneering spirit of a handful of persons 
which have faced the difficulties and indifference of many lean years and who 
publish essentially because it is what they want to do – many books first 
published here, and some now part of world literature, would never have seen 
the light of day. (Fabinyi 1962: 79) 

 

The first specialist children’s bookshop, The Little Bookroom, was opened in 1960 in 

Melbourne by Albert Ullin (1930-), and although he recalls that ‘except for Frank 

Eyre...publishers said such a venture was doomed to fail’ (Ullin, Munro and Sheahan-

Bright, eds. Unpublished manuscript), it became an institution. Similar evidences of 

institutional growth included the establishment of Reading Time, the CBCA’s official 

journal in 1967, 141 and the fact that when the Australian Book Review (ABR) began in 

1961, it contained a Children’s Books and Educational Supplement throughout the 

1960s. As Rosemary Wighton has explained, this came about because she and the 

other ABR editors Max Harris and Geoffrey Dutton    
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became aware that children’s books were being written by remarkable writers 
who were not being given a fair go in any other reviewing thing, in fact just for fun 
I started cutting out and collecting what newspapers and other things had to say 
about children’s books and they were just so condescending you wouldn’t 
believe, you’d think that the reviewer was kindly patting some idiot person on the 
head who had dared to write a children’s book. (Wighton, De Berg Tapes, No. 
1085, 1978: 14, 813)  

 

Wighton also published her Early Australian Children’s Literature (1963) at this time. 

These events mirrored the growing recognition of Australian culture, with the journals 

Australian Literary Studies and Art in Australia both being launched in 1963 and with the 

first Chair of Australian Literature established at Sydney University in 1960, its  first 

incumbent taking the chair in 1962. It was in 1962, too, that Australia first exhibited at the 

Frankfurt International Book Fair where the ‘profile of Australian books’ (James 1997: 

13) began to be raised, reflecting a determination by Australian publishing to see its own 

culture presented in books. 

 

The big change – though it occurred slowly and sporadically – was the recognition of 

professional children’s editors such as Barbara Ker Wilson (1929-) who, after a successful 

career at OUP, Collins and the Bodley Head in Britain, came to Australia in 1962 and 

became part of the fledgling children’s industry, and Julia Macrae who was almost 

simultaneously leaving her native Adelaide to work in London. 142 The situation Macrae 

was leaving, she says, was akin to that in the UK, for unlike that in the US where for 

forty years development had been aggressively promoted, in Britain and Australia 

‘children’s books were still very much the Cinderella of the industry’. For her qualifying 

examination as a children’s librarian, before she became an editor, she was ‘the sole 

candidate at that time’ (Macrae 1991: 211). The advocacy of these and other new 

children's editors in seeking new talents also later led to the creation of quality picture 

books which were virtually non-existent prior to the 1970s. The growth was credited by 

McVitty, in 1980, with tremendous enthusiasm, to specialist editors such as  Rosalind 

Price (1952-) and Elizabeth Fulton (1948-) (McVitty 1982a: 40). McVitty’s jubilation is  

ironic, since perceived wisdom has since continually decried this period as the beginning 

of a ‘decline’ – when ‘local’ publishing began to lose out to overseas domination. 
                                                                                                                                                                             
141 It had begun in 1957 as a newsletter, New Books for Boys and Girls, first published by the 
NSW branch of the CBCA.  
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The first Australian children’s editor, Joyce Boniwell Saxby (1923-1964), was appointed 

in 1963 at Angus & Robertson (Saxby 1971: 20) and after her untimely death in 1964, 

was succeeded briefly by John Abernethy and then by Barbara Ker Wilson (1929-) from 

1965 to 1972. George Ferguson invited Ker Wilson to edit the list from her Adelaide 

home.  

 
Her brief was three-fold: she must persuade Australian authors that they could as 
profitably be published by an Australian firm with a London branch as by one of 
the great London publishing houses with the wider market London was thought to 
command; she must try to acquire the English language rights, in competition 
with London and New York publishers, of books from all over the world for 
simultaneous publication by Angus and Robertson in Sydney and London; and, 
at home, she must combat the so-called “double standard” in the provision of 
books for Australian children… For generations Australian children had relied for 
their literature on books from Britain in which there were “oaks at the bottom of 
the garden instead of gums, squirrels in the branches instead of possums…” This 
was “Literature” a far-off unfamiliar thing, patiently accepted for the beauty of the 
language. But there were also stories with an Australian setting which were 
published in Australia and recommended…only because they were indigenous, 
the virtue of a local background outweighing their lack of literary quality. To 
oversimplify, there were quality children’s books from London and there were 
Australian adventure stories for Australian children. The challenge was to provide 
good Australian literature for a world market. (Moss 1971: 7) 

 

Ker Wilson has been widely acknowledged for the important role she played. ‘[I]t was 

through her efforts that Angus & Robertson’s children’s books obtained international 

recognition: she was the first…to exhibit Australian works at the Bologna Children’s 

Book Fair’ (Harper 1998: 194) in 1968 representing A&R, Ure Smith and Rigby, and also 

Frankfurt Book Fair, representing other European and American publishers. Ker Wilson 

published CBCA award-winning novels by Ivan Southall (1921-) and nurtured Hesba 

Brinsmead (1922-2004) – ‘the first important Australian children’s writer to deal with 

alienation in a mild form and with the sixties counter-culture’ (Niall 1984: 274) in her first 

novel, Pastures of the Blue Crane (1964), which won the 1965 Australian Children’s 

Book of the Year award. Ker Wilson published Jean Chapman, George Finkel, Ted 

Greenwood, Christobel Mattingley, Ruth Park, Celia Syred, Olaf Ruhen and Eric Rolls. 

She also published Kath Walker’s Stradbroke Dreamtime (1972) and a selection of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
142 She became publisher for Hamish Hamilton before founding the prestigious Julia Macrae 
Books. 
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Dreamtime legends collected by Daisy Bates. Ker Wilson says that she wanted to 

encourage Australian writers, including Indigenous ones.  

 

In this period, publishers ‘began to use the services of trained teachers and children’s 

librarians in their editorial work’ (Saxby 1971: 20), and the pattern of mutual cooperation 

between the library market and the publishing industry showed in books of a more 

sophisticated production standard, commissioned with a view to developing a local 

‘stable’ of writers capable of catering to Australian – often educational – interests. ‘The 

result has been a blending of professionalism and commercialism which has been good 

for writers and readers alike’ (Saxby 1971: 20). The increased quality of the five books 

mentioned in the 1968 CBCA Book of the Year awards might be taken as example of the 

developments at this time. The winner was To the Wild Sky by Ivan Southall; Highly 

Commended was Randolph Stow’s Midnite; and Commended were another Southall 

title, The Fox Hole, Nan Chauncy’s Mathinna’s People and Mavis Thorpe Clarke’s Blue 

Above the Trees. Such riches after the famine leading up to this time! As Saxby points 

out, parents by 1969-70  

 
could select from over twenty titles a picture book like Obstreperous by Ted 
Greenwood, ...satisfying stories such as Betty Roland’s Jamie’s Other 
Grandmother, and older readers had all these new writers to choose from. 
Teenagers too were recognized by Bodley Head’s release of a “new adults” 
category which included J.M. Couper’s The Thundering Good Today (1970). 
(Saxby 1971: 215)  

 

In Britain in 1968 Julia Macrae wrote: ‘In both Britain and the United States the children’s 

book scene is suddenly bursting with vigorous Australian writing’ (Macrae 1968: 21), and 

she commented in particular on the role which had been played by OUP and on a new 

anthology edited by Ker Wilson, Australian Kaleidoscope (Collins), which showcased the 

work of writers such as Wrightson and Southall. She remarked that ‘the Australian 

outback is becoming as familiar to young readers as the Wild West and the laconic 

Australian stockman is a new folk hero’ (Macrae 1968: 21). She further commented that  

 
since the war Australia has had to absorb thousands of peoples from different 
cultural backgrounds into its own aggressively nationalistic communities, and 
those new strands in the pattern of living provide the novelist with rich material. 
(Macrae 1968: 21) 
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Takeovers and Multinational Growth  
  
Simultaneous with this new publishing professionalism was the major force of economic 

takeovers and mergers which, though often critiqued as a retarding influence, was but 

part of the economic needs of a growing industry, for  

 
the “takeover period” in Australian publishing was not a phenomenon limited only 
to that industry or, for that matter, one that was unique in international publishing. 
It was an inevitable concomitant of growth and a phase that was experienced by 
the industry in Britain and the United States in the same decade. For many 
publishers the only way to generate badly needed working capital for expansion 
and investment was to seek a merger with a larger company, preferably one 
whose publishing policies were compatible with its own but whose list was not in 
competition. (Haye 1981: 27) 

 

This revolution began with A&R being ‘taken over by Gordon Barton’s Tjuringa Securities 

Ltd.’ (Barker 1991: 2) after having survived a series of bids from the late 1950s with the 

New Zealander Walter Vincent Burns appointed a director in 1959. Sir Frank Packer also 

tried to gain control of A&R, and ‘Consolidated Press made an unsuccessful takeover 

bid before selling its 30 percent holding in 1962’ (DLB 112: 16), after which a ‘publishing 

consortium headed by William Collins bought up Packer’s parcel of shares’ (Forbes 

1986: 27). This latter group was made up of three entities – William Collins, the British 

publisher; a group of smaller British publishers; and a company formed by some of the 

A&R directors (DLB 112: 16). One reason for A&R’s vulnerability was that it had not 

moved with the times. Ferguson summarized their philosophy: ‘”We are dispensers and 

not prescribers”’ (quoted in Wilder 1994: 116), an attitude founded in a concentration on 

producing rather than marketing.  

 

So, although A&R’s output of children’s books was improved by the interventions of Ker 

Wilson, its marketing problems escalated. The 1969 financial results were disastrous; 

the corporate raider Gordon Barton began to buy shares and by 1970 he owned 30 per 

cent; Collins had become increasingly disillusioned with its shareholdings which had 

been strategic, aimed at ‘maintaining stability in Australia’s largest book retailer’ (Wilder 

1994: 139), and Wilder felt frustrated that Ferguson didn’t seek more advice from Collins 

with its immense experience in publishing and distribution; and all these problems 

culminated in an inevitable buyout. The Collins shares were sold to Tjuringa Securities, 

an associate of International Parcel Express Company (IPEC) which under the 
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chairmanship of Gordon Barton became the parent company and owner of Angus and 

Robertson (Kent 2001: 262-3). Halstead Press was sold to John Sands in 1972; Beatrice 

Davis left in 1973, and Ker Wilson’s time at A&R came to an end (after a stint in their 

London office) and she went to Hodder & Stoughton. She recalls that all of this was 

‘conducted in quite a ruthless way’ (Sheahan-Bright 2000), and history records that A&R 
‘lost its pre-eminence in Australian publishing, partly as a result of competition from the 

Australian branches of British publishers such as Collins and Penguin’ (DLB 112: 17). 

The new manager, Richard Walsh, however, maintained that the company needed a 

radical overhaul which he attempted to implement. Ker Wilson was succeeded by David 

Harris as children’s editor in 1973-1979, and he became assistant publisher to Richard 

Walsh (then general manager, A&R Australia) and moved on to become Managing 

Director and Publisher of A&R (UK) from 1978 to 1981, before returning to Australia to 

assume a number of freelance roles in the early 1980s. Meanwhile Jennifer Rowe (1948-

) was children’s publisher before A&R became part of Harper Collins in the late 1980s. 

Despite claims that mergers create an atmosphere of commercialism, the production of 

quality fiction by various publishers actually increased and writers and illustrators such 

as Ruth Park, Ivan Southall, Nan Chauncy, Patricia Wrightson, Mavis Thorpe Clarke, 

Joan Phipson and Eleanor Spence grew in influence, coupled with ‘the steadily 

increasing export of books and copyrights’ (Rose and Anderson 1991: 20). When Rowe 

took over, she too produced books of quality while efficiently exploiting the backlist. Her 

individualistic approach was typical of some of the 1970s key editors who built up new 

programs, albeit for multinationals like Penguin and Collins, as well as for local 

companies like A&R. ‘Every publisher’s list seems to bear some kind of individual stamp. 

I find that intriguing, and it is why lots of different sorts of books are published, and not 

the same old sort all the time’ (Rowe 1986: 98). So, despite A&R’s loss of autonomy 

there were still passionate editors nurturing the list, contributing to the later consolidation 

of children’s publishing.  

 
The 1960s did however see several other companies lose their independence. The 

influential educational publisher F.W. Cheshire, which had produced ‘more than 250 

titles…since the second world war ended’ (Cheshire 1984: 105), fell into foreign hands in 

1964, having contributed substantially to the fact that ‘Australian produced books 

dominate the schools reading demands’ (Cheshire 1984: 105). During the years ‘of 

constant growth’ between 1950 and 1965, Cheshire had gained ‘a large proportion of the 
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school book business of Victoria, both as booksellers and educational publishers. Every 

secondary school in the country was visited at least once a year’ (Cheshire 1984: 84). Its 

Authors and Artists series, which had begun only two years earlier, was curtailed by its 

sale, after which Barbara Buick’s role as editor also ‘came to an end’ (Fabinyi 1971: 13), 

‘one of the many terminated by takeovers’ (Buick and Walker 1979: 243). In 1964 the 

Cheshire group was sold to Wilke & Co., a printing firm in partnership with International 

Publishing Corporation (Cheshire 1984: 85). Part of that deal was the purchase of the 

Lansdowne Press as well as the two Cheshire companies (Cheshire 1984: 108). 

Cheshire continued its publishing, unearthing works such as Midnite by Randolph Stow, 

but the promise of children’s publishing was not further realized. As Fabinyi noted, ‘with 

the non mass market children’s book, which seems not to have yet received the 

embrace of the institutional quality market, publishers face a very high investment for 

very dubious returns’ (Fabinyi 1971: 16). Lansdowne, too, after their merger with 

Cheshire and its purchase in 1964, saw its situation deteriorate and after a year (1968-9) 

as Cheshire group general manager, Lloyd O’Neil began another company, Lloyd O’Neil 

Publishing Group (1969-1987), with educational publishing such as the Reading Rigby 

primary reading scheme and Moving into Maths (Page, Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. 

Unpublished manuscript). In 1987 O’Neil sold to Penguin and became an Associate 

Director with Viking O’Neil, the new imprint. With the sale of Lansdowne Press and 

Cheshire to a partnership between IPEC and Wilkie and Co., two Australian publishers 

ceased to be solely Australian.  

 

Rigby Books also saw a meteoric rise and for it, ‘the 1960s and much of the 1970s were 

prime years’ (Page, Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. Unpublished manuscript). 

Successes included Norman B. Tindale and Harold Arthur Lindsay’s A Polynesian Saga: 

Rangatira The High-born (1959), Commended in the 1960 CBCA Book of the Year 

awards, and Colin Thiele’s first book The Sun on the Stubble (1961), Commended in the 

1962 CBCA Book of the Year awards, as was his Storm Boy (1963) Commended in the 

1964 CBCA Book of the Year awards. Ian Mudie, as editor, had an eye for Australian 

works as did his successor, publishing manager Michael Page (1922-). Internationally-

acclaimed illustrator, Robert Ingpen (1936-), collaborated with Page on books with a 

mythological focus. Ure Smith merged with Horwitz (founded in 1921) in 1965, and then 

Horwitz merged with Rigby to become Australia’s largest publisher (Nicholson 2000: 

168). ‘In the 1970s Rigby had the largest operation of any Australian publishing House’ 
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(Haye 1981: 77), and ‘its educational backlist was fed by the primary publishing of Lloyd 

O’Neil Pty Ltd and its art book publishing by Currey, O’Neil’ (Haye 1981: 77), but ‘things 

began to change when Vern Branson retired’ (Haye 1981: 77) in 1973, and frequent 

changes in management created a climate of less certainty. Lanse Tainton was 

Managing Director by 1976 (Nicholson 2000: 247) and  

 
[i]n 1979 James Hardie Ltd took over... The new owners unloaded stock, closed 
departments and sold off much of the valuable real estate. Educational 
publishing moved to more central Melbourne and it gradually became clear that 
the new regime found it difficult to control the Adelaide publishing firm from New 
South Wales. From 1986 Dee Why [in suburban Sydney] became the base for all 
Lansdowne-Rigby publications. (Branson 1986: 42)  

 

Rigby from then on ceased to wield any influence in children’s publishing though several 

staff members, such as Jane Covernton (1951-), Sue Williams (1948-), Dyan Blacklock  

and Bill Scott (1923-), went on to play roles elsewhere. ‘Now the name [of Rigby] 

survives only as a division of the Reed empire of Port Melbourne’ (Page, Munro and 

Sheahan-Bright, eds. Unpublished manuscript). Rigby was a casualty of the age of 

takeovers in spite of its having wielded significant influence on publishing trends.  

 

At Thomas Nelson, Anne Godden (1930-2004) and Al Knight, keen to build on their 

1960s educational publishing successes, got into trade publishing and in 1973 offered 

Beatrice Davis the job of editing their list from her Sydney home (Kent 2001: 277). 

Robert Sessions (1942-) taking over after Godden and Knight left to establish Hyland 

House in 1976, worked to develop Nelson’s list in 1977. Davis edited Ruth Park’s 

Playing Beatie Bow (1980) for them and it won the 1981 CBCA Book of the Year Award. 

When Sessions later left to establish his own imprint, he took with him people he had 

discovered such as Graeme Base, Pamela Allen and Peter Pavey who had impact at 

Penguin when he re-joined there. Lisa Highton joined Sessions at Nelson in 1977, and 

by 1980 had ‘managed to produce at least a dozen good books a year’ (McVitty 1980: 

250) before the UK company’s decision ‘to cut back and concentrate on educational and 

specialized works with a guaranteed market’ (Kent 2001: 285). Highton left to freelance 

in 1979 by which time Nelson had became part of the new International Thomson 

Organisation which was established in 1978.  
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Methuen was another overseas publisher whose local list grew, directed by Elizabeth 

Fulton from 1977 to 1981 (Saxby 1993: 2), and who clearly intended to publish local 

works of quality having begun to move into the risky area of multilingual publishing with 

Libby Hathorn’s Stephen’s Tree (1979) which was presented in both English/Greek and 

English/Italian. When interviewed at the time, Fulton stated that this UK publisher 

‘wanted to help children with Greek or Italian as a first language who were learning 

English’ (Russell 1981: 30). No doubt she would have continued to contribute, had not 

her company’s fortunes faltered. The firm was eventually sold in 1987 to International 

Thomson, who then sold the Methuen general and children’s lists on to Paul Hamlyn’s 

Octopus Publishing Group, ‘a member of the Reed International Group’ (Duffy 1989: 

162).  

 

After 1960s growth, several industry problems occurred in the 1970s.  

 
A gradual change in the structure of the book trade, a whittling away of 
booksellers’ profits, an increase in closed markets, academics and others who 
traded direct with booksellers in England, government interference in bookselling 
and publishing, a meanness in the attitude of some publishers to booksellers and 
authors, a growing similarity to the book trade in America. There was money to 
be made from author tours, film and TV tie-ins, by all sections of the trade, but 
there was also a growth of conflicting interests. (Nicholson 2000: 201)   

 

Fabinyi’s question in 1971, ‘will there be a “mass market” for the higher priced quality 

children’s book or are we in for a long period of the “dollar flats”? ’ (Fabinyi 1971a: 25), 

was to be answered by the proliferation of high quality fiction and picture books not 

anticipated by those who saw takeovers as a threat to local publishing. The period of the 

70s, paradoxically, also saw a heartening growth in Australian publishing figures even by 

the foreign-owned companies. Certainly some companies ceased book production, 

perhaps realizing, like John Sands, by the 1970s, that there were other more lucrative 

enterprises to pursue. 

 
John Sands won the 1967 ‘Toy-of-the-trade’ award with ‘Twister’... One is 
amazed at the number of new games they produced, often topical, and they were 
praised for the high standard of their children’s picture books. This was in 
addition to their steady stream of new greeting cards. (Nicholson 2000: 175)  

 

The book industry was changing in fundamental ways which did not augur well for 

publishers unless they decided to concentrate on its demands.   
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In assessing this ‘age of takeovers’, it can be noticed that the cessation of some 

publishing lists also coincided with the most rapid industry growth yet witnessed. In 1947 

the ABPA (Australian Book Publishers’ Association) was formed with eleven members; 

in 1965 there were 48; 65 in 1970; and by 1979 there were 110 (Haye 1981: 94). 

Fabinyi, despite some qualms regarding the ascendancy of ‘money men’, was willing to 

note the potential benefits to be accrued from more business-like practices. 

 
If Australian children’s books are to be published for a local and overseas mass 
market, if their promotion is made more effective, if the money-men are willing to 
invest in quality, because they expect a reasonable return, then, to begin with, 
the children’s writers’ genteel poverty could be alleviated, and more writers could 
come along to write more and better books. (Fabinyi 1971a: 25)  

 

Australian publishing would never decline as dramatically again as it had done in the 

1950s, and its growth was to be a pattern of partnerships between local and 

multinational publishers firmly committed to their Australian publishing programs.  

 

Changes in Printing 
  

The standard of Australian publishing was also enhanced by improved printing 

techniques, and reduced children’s book production costs by printing ‘off-shore’. In 1963, 

‘History was made with Kerri and Honey...the first Australian book...to be printed 

overseas’ (Nicholson 2000: 152). It’s difficult now to conceive of the situation which 

provoked Buick to assert in 1967 that ‘we have produced no picture book worthy of the 

name since Norman Lindsay’s The Magic Pudding’ (Buick 1973: 343), or that the CBCA 

Award was only presented intermittently from 1956-1970 because of a lack of worthy 

product. This pervasive change, ‘probably with the exception of the Oxford University 

Press and Angus & Robertson’, entailed printing in Hong Kong, resulting in retail prices 

of some children’s books costing ‘less in purchasing value’ (Fabinyi 1971a: 15) than they 

had ten years earlier. This was a major breakthrough for publishers hampered by their 

inability to lower unit costs by producing larger print runs. It opened the doors for 

companies such as Collins, Penguin and Scholastic which were to advance in the 1980s 

into the uncharted territory of regularly producing high quality picture books. Such  

competition from overseas printers, however, also put the local printing trade into a state 

of crisis, which was partly resolved when in 1969 the federal government introduced a 
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‘book bounty’ of twenty-five per cent on local firm’s quoted prices, which also assisted in 

the stabilization of the industry. Local publishers were therefore able to patronize the 

local printers on smaller print runs, particularly of non-illustrated materials.  

 

Changes in Retail and Importing Regulations  
 

This period also saw the Statement of Terms (an extension of the UK Net Book 

Agreement which had been defended and upheld by the Restrictive Practices Court in 

1962) outlawed in Australia. The Statement had ‘set out conditions of supply to 

Australian booksellers including a controlled retail price, a set discount to schools and 

the right to sell cheaply or remainder’ (Curtain 1993b: 236). Australian retail price 

maintenance was defended by the trade’s application for ‘exemption before the Trade 

Practices Commission’ (Curtain 1993b: 236) but it was unsuccessful and the exemption 

was outlawed in 1971-2. Successful UK representations to defend the Net Book 

Agreement in 1962 were met in Australia by the narrow definition of ‘public interest’ 

which went against a successful ruling in the book trade’s favour. ‘Both the Statement of 

Terms and Retail Price Maintenance were finished in Australia’ (Curtain 1993b: 236). 

Joyce Nicholson describes the industry’s reaction: ‘We felt the end had come to the book 

trade as we knew it’ and that one of the effects has been ‘fewer large stockholding 

booksellers, but more outlets… Collins Booksellers who had ten shops at the time of the 

case, by 1998 had 71’ (Nicholson 2000: 217).  

 

To this ruling some attribute the growth of remaindering, decreased book stock and the 

difficulties publishers face in maintaining their backlists, a trend which has exacerbated 

since. But Kirsop puts the generating factor much earlier:  

 
The displacement of Melbourne merchant-importers by agents of European 
manufacturers has been noted as a major commercial development of the 
1880s… We are still paying – a century later – the high price for letting control of 
book importation slip out of our hands. (Kirsop 1969: 42)  

 
There was also the issue of the ‘closed market’, enforced by several publishers at this 

time, which denied booksellers direct access to overseas publishers since they were not 

allowed to indent from them. Instead they had to buy through their Australian agents, 

which cost more and often caused delays in supply. So, in a manner typical of the see-

sawing of the publisher’s fortunes, the gains made in lowering printing costs were offset 
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by new dilemmas, though these advanced the business skills of publishers and 

booksellers who in future had to work even harder to understand and to overcome 

market forces.  

 

Another early trade mechanism which died at the same time as the Statement of Terms, 

was the British Traditional Market Agreement which was a cosy British/US arrangement 

about territorial copyright. It meant that an Australian publisher wanting to buy rights to a 

US title had to wait on the UK arm purchasing the Commonwealth rights and then 

making them available to the Australian market – you couldn't buy direct from the US. 

Australian book trade enquiries coincided in 1974 with the US anti-trust division of the 

Justice Dept beginning to take action against US publishers (with some intervention by 

Adelaide bookseller Max Harris), and the agreement was dropped, making US 

publications theoretically more available, and allowing a further influx of overseas 

materials. 

 

Growth in Government Funding for Libraries and Schools 
 

The late 1960s and early 1970s also saw increases in government grants and support for 

education and libraries, resulting in greater institutional buying power and new markets for 

booksellers and publishers. Until then many school libraries were woefully lacking in 

resources, a neglect described in a national survey as the ‘the great library skimp’ 

(Australian Book Review Research Group 1963: 3; Trask 1968). Substantial funding, 

though, was introduced when, in 1968, the Commonwealth Government instituted ‘a 

series of measures for direct support, in the form of both recurrent and capital grants to 

school libraries. This...extended finally to both primary and secondary levels and to both 

public and the private sectors’ (Borchardt 1988: 164), and was recommended by three 

significant reports (Fenwick 1968; Australian Library Association. Children’s Libraries 

Section 1966; Trask 1968). The Federal Government ‘continued specific purpose 

library funding until 1985’ (Biskup 1994: 189), supplementing ongoing state funding, 

though it gradually diminished. Secondary schools were offered ‘$27 million for the 

1969-71 triennium’ (Biskup 1994: 189), and there was further funding for primary 

schools in 1974, but by 1981, total funding was reduced to ‘$15 million’ (Biskup 1994: 

189) for both primary and secondary, including private schools. Nevertheless, the 

resulting profit motive made the provision of local books for Australian children a 
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stronger incentive. As Anne Bower Ingram (1937-), pioneering editor for Collins, asserts, 

when she was travelling overseas on leave from Thomson’s Bookstore in Brisbane 

during the mid 1960s she was instructed by Wattie Thomson 

 
to meet every children’s publisher that you can, and think of an idea, because 
there’s just been granted [sic “something major” understood] into Queensland for 
libraries. Now what I want you to do is to think of a system whereby we can sell 
more because there is a lot of money. (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Ingram, 
2001) 

 

Buyers in the 1960s had been used to having fairly limited selection capacities, but the 

range of Australian books in Thomson’s Bookstore, according to Ingram, increased 

markedly between the 1950s and 1969, when she finally left. ‘So I saw a big change… 

When I first went to Wattie’s the Australian books were just two shelves. By the time I left 

we had a whole section’ (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Ingram, 2001).  

 

During this same period, public libraries also struggled to develop adequate supports. 

Fenwick noted that ‘the professional leadership in library education has given a minimum 

of attention to the problems of specialization in service to children and youth’ (Fenwick 

1966: 29). ‘In 1972 another survey, undertaken by the Children’s Section of the Library 

Association of Australia, discovered that only 29 percent of local public libraries employed 

children’s librarians’ (Biskup 1994: 117), a  statistic echoed four years later in the ‘Horton’ 

report which found ‘only sixty-six trained children’s librarians…throughout the nation’ 

(Australian Committee of Inquiry into Public Libraries in Australia, 1976: 45). The 1970s 

and early 1980s, however, saw some great improvements, with most state libraries 

appointing a designated children’s specialist to advise public libraries on services and 

selection. One final factor relative to libraries was the introduction in 1974 of Public 

Lending Right (PLR) payments to authors and publishers to recompense them for the loss 

of sales incurred by multiple borrowings of their works from public libraries. Payments to 

creators and publishers are based on the number of copies of their book that are held in 

public lending libraries. The number of copies of each book is estimated by a sample 

survey of public lending libraries selected annually by the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics. If 50 or more copies of your book are estimated to be in public lending 

libraries, you may receive a payment. Total payments of such fees increased from 

$445,000 in the fifteen months leading to 1975 up to $810,000 in 1978-79 (Australia. 

Industries Assistance Commission 1979: 41). The estimated bonus to the industry led to 
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lobbying to introduce a similar scheme for educational lending libraries which was to go 

on for more than a decade.  

 

A New Recognition of Children’s Literature with the Growth of the Picture Book, 

the Paperback and New Australian Children’s Fiction  
   

‘In comparatively recent years, children’s books, as a generalization, have been dragged 

up from a trough of superficiality and mediocrity and set in high places,’ (Southall 1975: 

14) wrote Ivan Southall in 1969, reflecting on the difficulties he had had in publishing 

Hills End, which was rescued from the slush pile by Beatrice Davis after readers had 

ruled it ‘not a proper book for children’ which might be ‘unacceptable or harmful’ 

(Southall 1975:15). This sort of denial of children’s reading capacities was to gradually 

change in the 1960s and 1970s and to affect what was published. ‘I always felt very 

strongly…that you could make a book pay. I maintain that a truly creative effort can 

make a commercial fit the creative and the creative fit the commercial’ (Sheahan-Bright, 

Interview with Ingram 2001), Ingram asserts, and she like other major publishers, both 

local and overseas, small and large, began slowly to develop their children’s lists, being 

aware that cultural needs were creating a ready market. Particular areas developed very 

quickly; as Saxby noted in 1971: ‘Both in the trade and in the profession there has been 

a deep sense of struggle for twenty years to produce a picture book equal to English and 

American products, and still uniquely Australian’ (Saxby 1971: 216). He didn’t know then 

that one of the most dramatic changes would be in the development of the picture book, 

nor that William Collins was to be a big part of that change, since new managing director 

Ken Wilder (1927-) was instantly aware of the dearth:  

 
Generations of Australian children had been brought up on English books with 
illustrations of villages with duck ponds, churches with high steeples, country 
lanes lined by hedges or fenced, with a stile beside a five-barred gate. (Wilder 
1994: 91)  

 
Wilder began to develop Collins’ Australian list with Geoff Dutton’s Tisi and the Yabby 

(1965), and spurred by that success ‘indicating a great hunger for children’s books to 

which Australians could relate directly’ (Wilder 1994: 91), he gradually encouraged 

acquisitions. His proactive philosophy, which editor Steve Dearnley put in place, was 

that ‘Where Collins and Angus and Robertson essentially differed in their approach was 

that where we could we wanted to lead, not to follow, to present ideas and information in 
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fresh new ways’ (Wilder 1994: 117). As an A&R board member during this time, Wilder 

observed with some disquiet the ‘traditional’ approaches which would make A&R ripe for 

the takeover which followed.  

 
In 1966 Steve Dearnley discovered Sam Wakefield, a farmer near Gosford, who 
had written a charming children’s book, Bottersnikes and Gumbles, which in the 
new spirit of realism was set in a rubbish dump in the bush. Published in 1967 it 
was a huge success, indicating the large potential demand for children’s books 
on everyday Australian themes. (Wilder 1994: 119)   

 

In 1971 these successes  

 
led to the appointment of Anne Bower Ingram as children’s book editor. Like 
Dearnley, Anne had a book trade background and was familiar with the market 
for children’s books as a result of working for Wattie Thompson, one of the 
leading Brisbane booksellers and a much-loved member of the book trade. 
(Wilder 1994: 119)  

 

Whilst bookselling, she had trained by ‘correspondence’ after a fortuitous London 

meeting with Grace Hogarth, the legendary British-based UK editor, who recognized 

Anne as having ‘the makings of an editor’ (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Ingram, 2001). 

Ingram’s intention was to create picture books,  

 
which was very dear to my heart, because I have a knowledge of art and of 
words which had been found and encouraged by Grace, who had that 
knowledge… I started looking for things…particularly picture books. There was 
nothing, and somehow I have an instinct for markets… I still maintain that you 
don’t need government grants to produce a creative, beautiful book. If it is all it’s 
meant to be, it will inspire a publisher and sell anyway. (Sheahan-Bright, 
Interview with Ingram, 2001) 

 
Ingram’s stewardship ‘placed Collins in the forefront of Australian children’s book 

publishing from the 1970s until the early 1980s when Collins lost its identity’ (Wilder 

1994: 120) (after it was subsumed in the shakeup which led to the eventual merger of 

A&R and Collins under the same banner). Her picture books were distinguished in being 

‘illustrated by artists many of whom were led by Anne to book illustration work for the first 

time’ (Wilder 1994: 120) and ‘stories set in streets of the inner suburbs of Australia’s big 

cities, with wholly realistic illustrations showing the rundown houses and children of 

many different ethnic backgrounds’ (Wilder 1994: 120) such as Lydia Pender and Judy 

Cowell’s Barnaby and the Rocket(1973) and Deborah and Kilmeny Nyland’s Mulga Bill’s 

Bicycle (1973).   
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The Indigenous texts by Dick Roughsey (1924-1985) and Percy Tresize (1923-) were 

traditional Aboriginal stories in picture book form directed at a mainstream audience for 

the first time. She also encouraged stage designers like Desmond Digby (1933-) and 

artists such as Judy Cowell (although she credits the librarian Marjorie Cotton with 

creating Digby’s Waltzing Matilda (1970) which was already well developed when Ingram 

started with Collins). In 1974 she established an Australian stand at Bologna for the first 

time (previously they had been given space on others’ stands). When Robin Morrow 

opened her Children’s Bookshop at Beecroft in Sydney in 1971, there was only ‘a small 

shelf devoted to Australian children’s books’ (Morrow 1999: [4]) and Digby’s Waltzing 

Matilda ‘made an impact comparable only to that, years later, of Possum Magic‘ (Morrow 

1999: [4]). Ingram remained at Collins, publishing works by Lilith Norman (1927-) and 

Michael Dugan’s (1947-) bestselling anthology of nonsense poems Stuff and Nonsense 

(1974) amongst others, while pursuing freelance work as well until 1980 when she 

began to freelance more. ‘This was just before Murdoch moved in. And what they were 

doing was trying to rationalize. I agreed with Ken Wilder that I’d work for them and other 

people’ (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Ingram, 2001) because they wanted to make her 

a ‘consultant’. And so she began to branch out and to write herself in a watershed time 

which saw the beginning of other major lists and of new editorial practices and talents.  

 

Penguin Australia, though a considerable player in the general market, did not begin 

developing its children’s list until well into the 1970s. In 1961 its founder, Allen Lane, had 

become chairman of Penguin Australia, local board members had retired, Brian Stonier 

was appointed managing director, and the Australian publishing program was 

supervised by literary consultants, Geoffrey Dutton and Max Harris. The first Australian 

paperback list of three books commissioned included Rosemary Wighton’s Kangaroo 

Tales (1963), the first of their local children’s titles. Each title appeared with the Penguin 

between two boomerangs, an ‘aberration’ which was shortly done away with. In 1965 

Penguin became a public company, several changes in personnel occurred and Harris, 

Dutton and Smith resigned to start Sun Books. In 1969 Hilary McPhee was appointed as 

editorial assistant and was only then the first full-time editor. ‘Children’s publishing was 

sporadic, until 1970 when Sir Allen Lane died and Penguin Books was sold to Pearson 

PLC’ (Dutton 1996: 268) in 1971. After the buyout, ‘McPhee left, John Michie was 

appointed as managing director, and  Bob Sessions...as editor’ (Dutton 1996: 269) and 
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by 1973 ‘Australian publishing represented approximately 15 per cent of company 

turnover’ (Dutton 1996: 270). But it was from this time that Australian children’s 

publishing really ‘got going’ and the company’s commitment to in-house editing and 

designing began. Michie asked Sessions to start an Australian Puffin List, and he 

produced ground-breaking works such as The Bunyip of Berkeley’s Creek (1973) by 

Jenny Wagner and Ron Brooks, which won the CBCA award in 1974. He also 

engineered deals such as buying the paperback rights for The Magic Pudding from A&R, 

which netted a print run of 100, 000 copies. In 1974 ‘George Dale was appointed as full-

time designer’ (Dutton 1996: 270) and in 1975 Viking Inc. USA was purchased, adding a 

significant hardback list to the company’s output. With Australia’s small market, and the 

fact that UK Penguin bought little of the local product, it was difficult for Penguin to 

produce the Australian titles it needed to become a truly Australian list. In 1976 Sessions 

went to Nelson, Michie left, and Trevor Glover became managing director.  

 

In 1977 the Australian Puffin Club began (ten years after its British counterpart) and 

became another enormous success. Pamela Sheldrake (1944-) ran an enthusiastic club 

and Michael Dugan (1947-) was founding editor of the club magazine, Puffinalia, and ‘At 

its peak it had 12,000 members, of about 8 to 14 years’ (Morrow, Munro and Sheahan-

Bright, eds. Unpublished manuscript). John Brown, Rose and the Midnight Cat was 

published in 1977, too, and won the 1978 CBCA award. And Pat Adam was appointed 

as children’s marketing assistant (Dutton 1996: 272), a role which was ‘probably the first 

within the Australian children’s publishing world at that time’ (Dutton 1996: 221). She 

was to be responsible for children’s marketing for twenty-one years, leaving in 1999. In 

1978, Peter Fields was appointed as marketing manager, and Kay Ronai (1953-) as 

editor, with Jackie Yowell as senior editor. Brian Johns invited Ronai to start a children’s 

list proper in 1978, and she attributes their successes to being a paperback imprint, 

allowing them to glean   

 
the best of the other publishers’ lists, and later, when the situation became more 
complex, originating our own projects...so we were not locked into the traditional 
publishing cycle of publishing first in hardback... [and were able to take] a unique 
stand...each book...is judged on its own merit, its marketability and most 
importantly, on “the reader”. (Ronai 1983: 115)  

 

Her first contracted children’s book, In the Garden of Badthings by Doug Macleod and 

Peter Thompson, was, she says, ‘a gamble’ (Ronai 1983: 126) and later titles were just 
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as innovative and entertaining. These included Witold Generowicz’s fold-out book The 

Train (1982), and YA titles such as Nadia Wheatley’s The House That Was Eureka 

(1985) and Bron Nicholls’ Mullaway (1986). Fantasy writers such as Victor Kelleher 

(1939-) and Isobelle Carmody (1958-), and classic authors like Patricia Wrightson (1921-

), moved the list into even more sophisticated territory. Establishing this list was 

necessary for commercial as much as ‘cultural’ value, since many companies now had 

their own paperback lists, and Penguin needed to ‘originate’ its own titles.  

 

The 1970s were important in the development of Australian literature generally, and 

Penguin was part of that enormous growth. Ronai also wanted to meet the needs of 

readers who were not like most Puffin buyers – ‘middle class’ – and to spread the 

company’s ‘tentacles’ to authors beyond the well-known names and conventional 

children’s writing circles; she also sought out humorous works for children (Ronai 1983: 

18-19), commissioned younger writers such as Patrick Cook, Michael Dugan and Robert 

Roennfeldt, and unusual formats. Another way that a new market was reached was via 

the packaging done by McPhee Gribble, a small company established by Hilary McPhee 

and Di Gribble. In 1975 they produced the Practical Puffins series for Penguin which 

included 22 titles, such as Carpentry, Cooking and Gardening, and represented sales of 

three million worldwide. (They also put together Our World (1979) for Nelson which 

attracted responses from 10,000 children and 700 chosen entries, in ‘a moving 

commentary on childhood itself’ (McVitty 1980: 250) selling 29,000 copies in its first 

three months.) McPhee commented at the time ‘”that instead of having UK editors treat 

Australian material as murmurs from distant colonies, our books are going into the UK 

on their own merits”’ (quoted in McVitty 1980: 250). Powerful, individual editors were 

responsible for the publication of such cultural icons as the ‘exposé of surfie-chick 

lifestyle’ (McVitty 1980: 250) in Puberty Blues (1979) by Cathy Lette and Gabrielle 

Carey, which could be said to have young adult as well as adult appeal.  

 

Australian books were gaining in commercial and critical recognition too with leading 

critics like John Rowe Townsend praising authors here. In 1972 Ivan Southall won the 

Carnegie Medal for Josh (A&R, 1971); in 1978 Mark Way’s Nicholas and the Moon  

Eggs (Collins, 1977) won the Critici in Erba Prize at Bologna; in 1979, Colin Thiele was 

given the Austrian National Children’s Book Prize for The Hammerhead Light (Rigby, 

1976) and The Sknuks (Rigby, 1977) and Jean Chapman and Deborah Niland’s The 
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Sugar-Plum Christmas Books (Hodder & Stoughton, 1977) was highly commended in 

the Leipzig Design Award. Such international honours reflected the commercial and 

cultural success of Australian books overseas. McVitty quotes Lisa Highton as saying 

that ‘”even the stony-faced foreign publishers, who are probably still convinced we print 

books in our backyards, now buy and publish Australian children’s books”’ (quoted in 

McVitty 1980: 246).  

 

The ABPA was cited in the 1979 Industries Assistance Commission Report (which was 

preceded by the Australian Book Trade Working Party Report (1975) which had 

endeavoured to outline some of the key concerns being felt by the book trade) as 

predicting that ‘children’s books offer the most likely export potential for Australian 

publishers... [Total e]xports account for at least twelve per cent of local book production’ 

(Australia. Industries Assistance Commission 1979: 30). Sadly for the growth of 

Australian publishing the IAC report found that ‘a case for direct assistance to the 

publishing industry was not demonstrated and sought to abolish several subsidies then 

in existence including grants to publishers by the Literature Board’ (Australia. Industries 

Assistance Commission 1979: 77) and export incentives which had been in operation in 

a variety of forms since 1961. Instead of predicted increases in such schemes, the report 

considered that ‘there was no evidence presented to suggest that the incentives 

applying to publishing should differ from those to any other industry’ (Australia. 

Industries Assistance Commission 1979: 67). The mere $210,000 the industry received 

in 1977-8 under the Export Market development Grants Scheme, was deemed ‘relatively 

insignificant’ (Australia. Industries Assistance Commission 1979: 40) and so hardly worth 

retaining. It also ruled that the local industry’s claims to be harmed by unfair competition 

from overseas publishers in marketing their products was true only to the extent ‘that 

Australian readers benefit by access to lower priced books’ (Australia. Industries 

Assistance Commission 1979: 65). The prevailing view of the IAC Report was that the 

industry suffered from elitism and that special measures would only exacerbate that 

attitude. It has only been via determined lobbying since, that the industry has continued 

to receive some special purpose government funding and protection.   

 

Towards the end of the 1960s a very important force arrived – Ashton Scholastic (later 

Scholastic). From a parent company founded in 1920 in the US, by 1995 it would have 

multi-media sales nearing $750 million in the US. It bases its success on the fact that, 
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‘We create a mini Scholastic in any country we go into’ (Sanislo 1995: 3). Established 

here in 1968, it shared the name Ashton with the original New Zealand branch, though it 

was an arm of Scholastic Inc. That year 35,000 books were sold and the turnover was 

$30,000. It began to originate its own titles, too, because of the shortage of suitable 

materials, buying the paperback rights to publish its first Australian title, The Golden 

Lamb by Irene Gough, in that September’s Book Club. In 1971, Book Club went national, 

recording a top order for $286 and increased annual sales of 129%, and Myra Lee (Book 

Club Manager for the next thirty years) pulled off a joint publishing arrangement with 

Puffin, achieving the introduction of Australian books onto the list. This was the first time 

anyone had tried for a book club approach, and there were few children’s paperbacks in 

Australia, as schools were not then keen on them, but soon they were a very large list. 

Using mail-outs and educational contacts, they sold the idea to schools and by 1972, 

Book Club was producing over 5,000 orders. Ashton became a wholly owned subsidiary, 

and began to use the name Ashton Scholastic; in 1974, 1,700,000 books were sold, the 

company name was officially changed to Ashton Scholastic and by the following year 

staff numbered 98. In response to local schools’ needs it developed several new 

Reading Programs – Adaptation of Language and How to Use It, Reading Systems, 

Core Library, Impact and Read It Again. With total annual sales in 1968 less than those 

of one week in 1978, it had gone from being one of the smallest to one of the largest 

educational publishers and distributors in Australia with an office and showroom in every 

state. Product expansion continued to include books for teachers, children’s literature, as 

well as beginner and early readers. In 1978 it bought Oldmeadow Booksellers – a deal 

including not only three Victorian shops, but also Dromkeen, the historic homestead and 

children’s literature museum situated outside Melbourne which had been set up in 1973, 

the acquisition of which clearly demonstrates Scholastic’s ability to merge ideals with 

commercial aims. In 1979 it launched the Real Life series and Foundations of Literacy, 

and would rapidly expand in later decades.  

 

In 1973, Hodder & Stoughton appointed Barbara Ker Wilson who (after an illness) in 

1974, handed over to Margaret Hamilton (1941-) who had joined as Production 

Manager, in the same year. Hamilton published books such as Hazel Edwards There’s a 

Hippopotamus on Our Roof Eating Cake (1980) and has reflected that ‘Australia 

emerges from the seventies as a country with a very successful children’s publishing 

industry and one which has gained considerable recognition and prestige on the 
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international scene’ (McVitty 1980: 250). The company’s first children’s list of five books 

consisted of A Dog called Debbie by Lyla Stevens, Wildfire by Mavis Thorpe Clark, 

Seventeen Seconds by Ivan Southall, The Chinese Boy by David Martin and The Gift-

Wrapped Pony by Anne Farrell which sold ‘enormous quantities. We printed over 8000 

hardbacks of each and they reprinted soon after. Today’s print-runs are modest by 

comparison’ (Hamilton 2000: 6). Their first illustrated book was Jean Chapman’s Tell Me 

a Tale with Deborah and Kilmeny Niland. Several anthologies followed but the cost 

made them increasingly difficult to countenance. Trips to Bologna began in 1975 and the 

list grew with authors such as Christobel Mattingley, Hesba Brinsmead, Margaret Wild 

and illustrators like Rodney McRae, Patricia Mullins and Dee Huxley. The Grug series 

sold nearly half a million copies and Robin Klein topped off the decade when her The 

Giraffe on Pepperell Street received a special mention in the Critici in Erba Prize at 

Bologna in 1979.  

 

Not every list was thriving, though, and despite Frank Eyre’s successes when he retired 

from Oxford University Press in 1975, his successor David Cunningham found that the 

business he had inherited from Eyre  

 
was very profitable, but it was vulnerable. Its prosperity was based on its ability to 
sell imported books at high profit margins. In particular it depended to an 
alarming degree on the sale of just eight dictionaries… These…contributed 
nearly 40 per cent of the value of all the branch’s sales and half its profits. 
Australian publications contributed less than 12 per cent of all sales… In 
commercial terms Australian publishing was an optional extra, not central to the 
business; in fact it was a cost to the business. The branch would have been more 
profitable without it. (Cunningham 1996: 10) 

 

Cunningham also notes that the firm  

 
had failed to establish itself as a major schoolbook publisher in the 1960s and 
1970s when Australian educational publishing took off and publishers like 
Cheshire..., Brian Clouston’s Jacaranda Press, Macmillan, Longman, Nelson, 
and Nick Hudson’s Heinemann Educational seized the chance and came to 
dominate the market. (Cunningham 1996: 11) 

 

He therefore determined that ‘the solution seemed to be to establish Oxford as a major 

publisher of Australian school textbooks’ (Cunningham 1996: 11) but he was unable to 

concentrate on that goal, as he had also to manage a general and academic list. He did, 

however, begin Oxford’s local children’s publishing.  
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Rosalind Price was the editor who built the list and she did it with spectacular 
success… In my time children’s book publishing was the most profitable section 
of the Australian list…after Rosalind left the press to move to Sydney, Rita Scharf 
took it over. (Cunningham 1996: 17) 

 

Hutchinson and Heinemann were two other overseas publishers which were also active 

in Australia during this time. 

 

These companies’ successes were also supported by the growing influence of 

institutions such as the CBCA. In 1966 the Commonwealth Literary Fund provided 

annual funding of $500 for the CBCA awards for the first time, continued until 1972, 

when the Literature Board of the Australia Council was created and an annual grant of 

$2500 was awarded to the Book of the Year winner and then shared with the 

commended titles. In 1974 the Visual Arts Board of the Australian Council granted the 

same funding to the Picture Book of the Year award, and this continued until the 1980s 

(Smith and Hamilton 1995: 42). The numbers of books entered began to grow as 

standards grew, and by 1980 the number was 66. [See Table F in Chapter 8.] Such 

funding was significant in validating the professional achievements of the authors (who 

had formerly received a camellia as a reward!) and in raising the awards’ profile in 

particular and of children’s publishing in general. The growth of the children’s literature 

establishment was also represented by the publication of Maurice Saxby’s ground-

breaking two-volume history in 1969 and 1971. However, McVitty has attributed to 

academic interest some negative effects for ‘such a specialization...intimidates too many 

people who would rather see children’s literature as part of the mainstream of literature 

generally’ (McVitty 1982a: 41). Therefore improvements in literature increasingly 

pandered to the interests of critics for ‘publishers are more inclined to accept 

manuscripts which have the potential to impress librarians (and win prizes)’ (McVitty 

1982a: 40). McVitty also worried about too few new writers appearing and that they were 

still remarkably conservative compared to their US counterparts, and were not in tune 

with contemporary children’s tastes.  

 
For all the excellence of contemporary Australian children’s literature it generally 
ignores the real interests of children and largely fails to reflect its own times. Our 
massive post-war immigration programme might never have happened, to judge 
from the literature. (McVitty 1982a: 41)  

 
The Continuing Growth of Other Media  
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The pace of growth in other forms of children’s media began to escalate, too, heralding a 

shift in children’s leisure pursuits with which books would have to compete. ABC 

television produced influential programs such as Mr Squiggle, which originated in 1959 

as a ‘fill-in’ on the Children’s TV Club. Mr Squiggle and Miss Pat (Lovell) – and later 

‘Miss Pats’ – survived the club’s demise and went on to become television favourites. 

Operation and voices were done by Norman Hetherington (a former Bulletin cartoonist) 

and scripts were written by Margaret Hetherington. Books were an inevitable outcome of 

this popular character and included Mr Squiggle and the Great Moon Robbery (1980) 

and the Mr Squiggle Activity Book (1986). The Magic Circle Club was produced by 

Godfrey Phillip for ATV O from 1965 to 1968 and was a compelling ‘blend of fantasy, 

storytelling, music and variety segments, hosted by writer Nancy Cato (1917-2000) 

accompanied by Fred and Feefee Bear, Mother Hubbard and others’ (Lees and 

Macintyre 1993: 281). Its appeal to children stemmed from a non-patronizing approach, 

and its programming formula shares a number of characteristics with later media 

developments. It co-opted the elements of traditional story telling and made use of one 

of Australia’s most respected writers as host. Just as Ruth Park (1923-) had earlier 

loaned her skills to radio, so too did Cato to this early television phenomenon, so that 

those who suggest that the media has only recently begun to ‘poach’ writers from the 

book industry are sadly misguided. A shared objective to entertain and inform children 

has always been observed by a range of media. Godfrey Phillip also produced 

Adventure Island which succeeded The Magic Circle Club. Written by John Michael 

Howson, it ran from 1967 to 1972 and was hosted by Cato, Liz Harris and others. Set in 

the village of Diddley-Dum-Diddley the viewers became part of the ‘eccentric world of 

Clown, Fester Fumble, Mister Meaney and Panda’ and it ‘maintained the same high 

quality of content and production’ (Lees and Macintyre 1993: 12) of its predecessor. It 

also generated a number of books written by Howson including Flower Pots and the 

Giant (1969) and Frosty the Snowman (1969). As the 1970s progressed teenage access 

to films and to pop music grew as well, and ‘yet this near-obsession with music sub-

culture is ignored by the book world’ (McVitty 1982a: 41). These were but a few of the 

growing range of media attractions which hint at the later intersections between books 

and other media.   

 

Nationalistic Fervour Engendered by Political Changes 
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Australian societal change in the 1970s has been evinced by the increased government 

funding for schools and the demand for Australian picture books. Such nationalistic 

fervour was expressed by Gough Whitlam in his winning Labor party campaign ‘It’s Time’ 

in 1972, and was beginning to be reflected in the growth of the Australian lists by 

Penguin, Collins, Scholastic, OUP and other companies, and also by the growth of 

Australian independents with a cultural or regional agenda. Era Publications was 

founded in 1971 on its ethos of meeting educational needs and market researching 

products and is still publishing an extensive Australian publishing program (Van Putten 

1996). Begun by Rodney Martin (1946-) and Sandra Martin ‘in the backroom of a 

delicatessen in the Adelaide suburb of Kilkenny’ (Van Putten 1996: 17), the enterprise 

was based on Rod, as a school teacher, wanting to publish a package of materials on 

primary writing skills. So he, his wife and four other people – at that meeting in the deli – 

formed the company.  

 
Education materials, mostly in the field of English remain more than half of Era’s 
business. The other forty percent is picture-books. This strand also began early 
in the company’s history. Rod and Sandra’s three-year-old son was the source of 
the idea for There’s a Dinosaur in the Park! Rod wrote the story, John Siow 
illustrated it, and it is one of Era’s great success stories, with well over 100,000 
copies in print, and still a best-seller. This was followed by Arthur and Picasso 
the Green Tree-Frog, with almost as much success. (Van Putten 1996: 17) 

 
Era continues to offer a shining example of how concentrated marketing, targeting the 

‘niche’ educational market with excellent products can prove vital to a company’s further 

success.  

 

Hyland House was founded in 1976 by Anne Godden and Al Knight 143 and published 120 

titles, averaging 10-12 titles a year, in its first ten years, including gardening, practical 

books, important works of social history, and award-winning children’s books including 

                                                           
143 After she left Nelson, which he had left some years earlier.  
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its first children’s title, Lee Harding’s Displaced Person (CBCA 1980). Fremantle Arts 

Centre Press (FACP) was established in 1976 144 and has since earned a reputation as 

an innovative small publisher of prose, poetry, social history, biography and 

autobiography. 145 It went on to publish children’s books later; its purpose to foster and 

maintain a vibrant literary culture within Western Australia. Originally positioned as a 

non-commercial regional enterprise, it has over time gradually diversified, and can be 

regarded as operating with a necessary consideration of commercial possibilities 

(Blaber, Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. Unpublished manuscript). In the 1970s, 

University of Queensland Press (UQP) was also expanding its adult trade publishing but 

didn’t attempt children’s publishing until the 1980s. Lothian Books’ children’s publishing 

didn’t really begin until the late 1980s either.  

 
Attending his first board meeting as Sales Manager in February 1977, great-
grandson of the founder, Peter Lothian, reported that library suppliers were 
scaling down purchases because of reduced government grants to libraries… 
(Sayers 1988: 73)  

 
And he was to later develop Australian-originated trade titles. 

 
Between January 1977 and January 1984 thirty-four new Australian titles and 
reprints were added to the publishing list…many children’s books bought in - 
from Blackie, Benn and Abelard Schuman were issued in local editions… 
Throughout the 1970s the business remained essentially a publishers’ 
representative and distributor. Publishing was contributing about ten per cent of 
total company turnover. (Sayers 1988: 74, 76 & 79) 

 
But Peter Lothian’s interest in publishing would change this and the company’s agency 

history would assist in that development. These last three companies together with 

newer ones to come, would ‘show the lie’ that only multinationals could survive in the 

heady climate of ensuing decades.   

                                                           
144 FACP was incorporated as an autonomous unit within the Fremantle Arts Centre, a community 
centre largely supported by the Fremantle City Council. Several people served on the boards of 
both organizations, including the press’s founding director, Ian Templeman (1976 to 1989) 
(Blaber, Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. Unpublished manuscript).  
145 The establishment of FACP coincided with an increase in the publication and interest in 
Australian literature. In WA (as in other states such as Queensland), it was felt that there was 
limited access for local writers to publishers and markets largely concentrated in the eastern 
states of NSW and Victoria. The press’s function was to act as a publishing outlet for 
contemporary WA writing, and to also fulfill a mentoring function for WA writers, marked by a high 
level of editorial support for new writers. The growth and activity of the Press led to the press and 
the Arts Centre needing to become separate entities, and the press now receives support through 
ArstWA (Arts Western Australia, the State funding body). The success of a number of writers and 
particular titles has established Fremantle Arts Centre Press in the book trade. 
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This phase, 1963 to 1980, paradoxically was characterized by takeovers and by a 

tremendous growth of new local publishing – not so curiously perhaps, since publishing 

is cyclical, so that the 1950s represented increased local educational publishing, the re-

entry into the market of UK publishers coupled with the beginning of a US ‘invasion’ as 

well. In 1975 the Australian Independent Publishers’ Association was created by those 

concerned by multinational influences; and yet, ironically despite the intervention of this 

body in the corporate takeover of Rigby by Octopus in 1977, by the representations it 

made to the Foreign Investment Review Board, Rigby later became a part of 

Heinemann, in any case. Australian books had begun to infiltrate overseas markets but 

the problem of resisting the ‘internationalization’ in creating bland co-editions presented 

a challenge. In 1980, Elizabeth Fulton reflected that: ‘I believe that the co-edition, which 

could have helped publishers over financial difficulties and served as a marvellous way 

of exchanging ideas and different cultures has not realized its full potential’ (McVitty 

1980a: 248). Those critics of multinational expansion must also acknowledge the fact 

that these overseas companies were part of the general vitalization of Australian 

publishing. Haye cites interesting evidence of this fact in that, of the 17 CBCA award 

winners between 1970 and 1979, 11 were published by overseas-owned publishers with 

only 6 by Australian-owned, including four by Angus & Robertson (Haye 1981: 91). 

Within Australia, by the beginning of the 1980s there was a sound basis for local 

publishing established by companies such as Penguin, Collins, A&R, Scholastic, 

Hodder, Era, Nelson, Methuen, and OUP which would enable children’s publishing to 

flower even more vigorously. How they would engineer even greater growth represents 

one of the pinnacles of Australian book trade history. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

FROM OLD TO NEW MARKETS – AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN’S 

PUBLISHING IN THE 1980S  

 

 
To market we canter, we canter away,  
On Robin, and Blossom the old dappled grey;  
Their shoes sing a song as we canter along,  
As we canter along, hear their shoes sing this 

song:  
Three ha’pence for tuppence,  
Three ha’pence for tuppence,  
Three ha’pence for tuppence,  
Their shoes seem to say,  
Three ha’pence for tuppence,  
Three ha’pence for tuppence,  
To market we canter,  
So, hip-hip-hooray!  

(Charles 1945 quoted Holden 1992c)  
 
The ‘bull’ market of the 1980s was a source of considerable celebration in Australian 

publishing circles, for the industry was moving with some impetus and children’s 

publishing was entering its most prosperous era. The ebullient excitement during Phase 

Five – the real foundations (1980-1989), echoes overseas growth which was 

characterized by a proliferation of new forms and genres with a particular interest in 

visual texts, picture books, and YA fiction.  

 

Julie Watts, Penguin Publisher, called the 1980s 

 
an incredible decade. It seemed that the more Australian books that were 
published, the more Australian books people wanted, and the more Australian 
writers and illustrators came out of the woodwork…encouraged by successes 
like those from Omnibus such as Possum Magic and One Woolly Wombat, 
Australian books seemed to become flavour of the month, or should I say, flavour 
of the decade – particularly in the US. (Watts 1994b: 3)  
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As evidence of this, the Australian Book Publishers’ Association (ABPA) estimated that 

current in 1982 Australian-originated titles accounted for 41% of the total market 

(including export) or 37% of the Australian market, and that Australian book sales overall 

had risen to $248 million in 1980 from only $14.1 million in 1970 and about $2 million in 

1960 (Australian Book Publishers Association 1982: 9). ‘The Australian book Publishers’ 

Association figures for 1988, [showed] that 20% of the general books published in 

Australia were trade children’s books (and this figure probably doesn’t take into account 

mass market children’s books which far outweigh the ‘quality’ books.’    (Price 1990: 16)   

 

The major trends and influences in this period were:  

 

• first, a growth of Australian originated publishing by Australian companies and 

multinationals;  

• second, the establishment of several independent Australian publishers and 

increased national pride in ‘product’ symbolized culturally by the Bicentenary, 

and commercially by Australia’s winning the America’s Cup;  

• third, the pinnacle of children’s literature establishment growth;  

• fourth, the growth of Scholastic Australia and its move into trade publishing; 

• fifth, economic rationalism and downturn; and  

• sixth, further media growth.  

 

A Growth of Australian Originated Publishing by Australian Companies and 

Multinationals 

 
Despite the fact that the 1970s takeover trend continued into the 1980s, with A&R 

merging with Collins (Australia) to become a Murdoch subsidiary in 1989, and Nelson 

becoming part of the International Thomson Organisation in 1978, these mergers also 

created stronger foreign ownership which increased spending on developing the 

children's market.  As Pam Sheldrake recalls: ‘In the early 1980s the growth of 

publishing was at its peak, there was more money, and people were, I think, buying 

more books’ (Matthews 1993: 60). By 1990 Rosalind Price could write that  

 

             Children’s book publishing in Australia is more confident and prolific now than it 
has ever been. At least 12 companies employ senior publishers to deal 
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exclusively with children’s books. Over 16 more publish children’s books for the 
general market, and there are educational publishers producing numerous 
books for children. (Price 1990: 16)  

 

This growth was also practically evinced by the increased national pride and self-

confidence reflected in the originality of landmark titles released by large and small 

publishers – such as the picture book My Place (1987) by Nadia Wheatley and Donna 

Rawlins, the junior novel Penny Pollard’s Diary (1983) by Robin Klein and illustrated by 

Ann James, and novels for older readers, Gillian Rubinstein’s Space Demons (1986) and 

Nadia Wheatley’s The House That Was Eureka (1984), none of which would be 

considered risk-free titles even today. Growth was also reflected in the discovery of new 

writers and illustrators who would transform the scene. At the very beginning of the 

1980s, Walter McVitty’s Innocence and Experience (1981) analyzed the works of the 

leading writers of the day: 

 
… the average age of the eight writers discussed was around 63. Apart from 
David Martin, all had been born in Australia and grew up through the poverty of 
the Depression years in a more or less homogenous Anglo-Celtic society which 
was small (less than 7 million), repressively insular, narrow minded, sexist, racist 
and bigoted – a kind of Northern Ireland without the violence. (McVitty 1990a: 22) 

 

Despite advances in works such as those of Southall and Wrightson, the literature they 

wrote was remarkably monocultural.  

 

But by 1989 Australia and its children’s writers had changed dramatically. ‘They are 

different people, and the books they are writing (and they are being allowed to write) are 

astonishingly different’ (McVitty 1992a: 22). These new writers were an eclectic mix of 

old and young, immigrants, and professionals from a wide range of occupations – and 

they were much more interested in exploring the taboos and the problems of a far less 

predictable society.  

 

These new writers also brought about changes in the type of books to be published. For 

example, the decline of fantasy during WWII was re-addressed by a new burgeoning of 

the genre with Victor Kelleher and Isobelle Carmody leading the charge, the way before 

them prepared by CBCA award winners in Lee Harding’s Displaced Person (1979) and 

Ruth Park’s Playing Beattie Bow (1980). Also these new writers would address social 

problems and write books which not only dealt with controversy but did it in controversial 

 220



language. As McVitty notes, if the four-letter words used in Rubinstein’s Beyond the 

Labyrinth had been used in a novel for adults in the 1960s, it would have been banned; 

in 1989 ‘they are no hindrance to winning the Children’s Book of the Year award’ 

(McVitty 1990a: 24). Australian writers began to match the US phenomena of YA fiction 

– Frank Willmott writing works such as Breaking Up (1983) which competed with mass 

market series such as Sweet Valley High (Bantam) from 1984, and Wildfire (Scholastic) 

and the Fighting Fantasy Gamebooks (Penguin). ‘One doesn’t want to compromise their 

artistry – nor does one want to encourage cynical exploitation of a gullible market...but 

as well as being true to themselves, writers do have an audience to consider’ (McVitty 

1990a: 41).  

 

An awareness of changing market demands caused established companies slowly to 

begin altering their approaches and broadening their programs. The A&R list, for 

example, (which David Harris managed from 1973-1981 before he joined Scholastic in 

1985), remained the largest Australian producer of children’s books, but when Jenny 

Rowe (who had been with the company since 1973) was put in charge of it in 1986 (after 

Richard Walsh left) she was ‘keen to produce more child-oriented mass market stuff’ 

(Harper 1988: 195). Her role was, she claimed, ‘to build the children’s list up to the point 

where it is seen as valuable by the company so that there can be more children’s books 

in future’ (Rowe 1987: 98). She also realized, during fourteen years employment with the 

company, that  

 
“it was enormously stimulating to produce something that people wanted to buy, 
whether it be commercial or whether it be literature. I found I was able to enjoy 
the whole act of selling to somebody. I decided early on, for example, that I’d 
much rather produce a commercial item that was very good of its kind than a 
second-rate literary thing”. (quoted in Ahearne 1988: 32)  

 

This sort of thinking provides a challenging focus when comparing the relative merits of 

the publishing approaches taken in the ensuing years reflected in the programs and 

products created by the people who drove them.  

 

Collins continued its children’s publishing (after Anne Bower Ingram took a part-time role 

as consulting children’s editor in 1980 and worked for other publishers as well) to 

produce children’s books into the 1990s under a series of editors including Brian Cook, 

Cathie Tasker and Laura Harris. Cook, who had been in the book trade in Adelaide for 
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20 years, joined the company in Sydney in 1987, and was first assisted by Cathie Tasker 

(who left Ashton Scholastic after seven years to join the company in 1988). They wanted 

to publish books  

 
intended to extend the scope and “feel” of the Collins list: “Cathie and I want to 
publish children’s books that are more than just interesting and attractive – we 
are interested in books which approach difficult, or even sensitive, subjects in a 
caring and supportive way”. (Cook quoted in Cohen 1989:10)  

 

Tiddycat by Josephine Croser (1989), a story about love and death, was one of the 

outcomes. Collins also published Skinny Books, a ‘bridging’ series designed to be high 

interest but low in demands, heavily illustrated with clear bold drawings. They introduced 

two paperback fiction imprints, Thumbprint and Footprint. The former was, Cook 

believed, ‘the first extensive range of books for teenagers which reflects specifically the 

Australian teenage experience’ (Cohen 1989: 10), employing new, as well as 

established writers such as Colin Thiele and June Epstein, to write them. These series 

based on issues were designed to offer ‘positive reinforcement of the value of the 

individual, self-esteem and individual rights’ (Cohen 1989: 10). Collins wanted to create 

‘real books about real kids doing real things in an Australian setting’ (Cohen 1989: 10).  

 

In 1989, A&R’s publishing division merged with Collins (Australia) to form Collins/Angus 

and Robertson, part of Murdoch’s HarperCollins conglomerate which also then 

subsumed Harper and Rowe (US). This merger created even further changes, for 

Australia’s oldest publishing house was virtually no more. Other overseas companies 
such as Hodder & Stoughton developed Australian lists, too, including that published by 

Margaret Hamilton who eventually became director responsible for the entire Australian 

publishing program, which then concentrated mainly on children’s books. She estimates 

that some 300 children’s titles were published during the fourteen years she was with 

Hodder & Stoughton until she left to establish her own company in 1987, after which the 

list was managed by others until the 1990s. Margaret Hamilton also played an important 

role in developing the industry – in 1985 she initiated and convened the Children’s 

Publishing Group of the ABPA and she was one of the five-person delegation on 

Australian children’s books to China in 1987. Methuen was successfully developed, too, 

by Elizabeth Fulton, until in 1987 it was sold to International Thomson, and the general 

and children’s lists were sold to Paul Hamlyn’s Octopus Publishing Group (Duffy 1989: 
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162). Other mergers included Kevin Weldon forming Weldon-Hardie, which later owned 

Rigby Lansdowne as well as many other lists.  

 

But perhaps one of the most revealing examples of growth was the decision made by 

Penguin Books Australia to continue to expand its local children’s publishing. By 1980 it 

had, under Kay Ronai’s (1953-) editorship, published 17 new Australian books. 

‘Encouraged by their success, the program grew to 24 titles [per year] by 1985 and to 35 

by 1987’ (Watts 1994a: 256). Pat Adam in 1982 established the Earlybird Bookclub for 

preschoolers because she perceived a gap in the market, and a year later the Puffin 

Bookclub for primary schools (Dutton 1996: 221-2). Ronai says that both Brian Johns 

and Jackie Yowell, who were publisher and senior editor at the time, encouraged her to 

‘think laterally, to think outside the usual children’s book world. As a result the list was 

never conventional’ (Dutton 1996: 209). Nadia Wheatley’s ground-breaking work about 

unemployment and political activism, The House That Was Eureka (1984), was an 

example of such flare. Ronai sought new talents aided by children’s literature consultant 

Moira Robinson (1933-) and by Michael Dugan (1947-), the editor of Puffinalia (the 

journal of the Puffin Bookclub). Other ‘finds’ of the 1980s were Graeme Base (1958-), 

Robin Klein (1936-) (who had formerly published with OUP) and Paul Jennings (1943-). 

Klein, who was a prolific writer, initially regarded Penguin with some timidity but says she 

was immediately put at her ease. Many staff members have stayed there throughout her 

publishing career and she says that they ‘somehow make you feel as if you are 

Penguin’s only writer’ (Dutton 1996: 221). Her book Hating Alison Ashley (1984) 

introduced important change in Australian publishing – it was witty, irreverent, superbly 

honest and credible in its portrayal of suburban life and of female rivalry. But it was in its 

insights into class in a supposedly classless society that it was subtly insightful.  

 

Jennings, of course, was to become a phenomenon. Ronai discovered his work in May 

1984, in the Penguin ‘slush pile’ when he submitted the stories which were eventually 

published as Unreal (1985). She took a risk since she  

 
was well aware that to publish his stories would mean flouting conventional 
publishing wisdom. Today, Paul Jennings’s dominance of the best-seller lists and 
the dramatic shifts in publishing that have occurred over the past fifteen years 
make it hard to recall how different Australian children’s literature was in the early 
1980s, when the two great gatekeepers determining the size and nature of the 
children’s book market were school librarians and the Children’s Book Council. In 
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schools, Basal readers were still being used; the switch to a literature-based 
reading program, in which teachers actively use stories to develop literacy skills, 
was only just starting. And schools still relied largely on overseas children’s texts 
for English classes. (Ricketson 2000: 95-6)  

  

In addition to the fact that short stories were largely untouched by major publishers, the 

unknown Jennings was writing stories which were ‘somewhat bold’ (Ricketson 2000: 97) 

for a more popular audience. But Ronai was also cognizant of a need for something to 

change, since for decades Australian publishers had been catering to the belief inspired 

by critics such as John Rowe Townsend, and implemented by members of the CBCA, 

that ‘as childhood is short, only the very best literature should be read’ (Ricketson 2000: 

96) by which he meant works of ‘serious’ intent. His attitude was admirable except that it 

denied to children who were not ‘natural’ or ‘sophisticated readers’ the pleasure that a 

‘good read’ by a master craftsperson could bring. Ronai’s instincts proved correct when 

the first print run of 5350 copies sold out in six months and two reprints were demanded 

by the end of 1986 (Ricketson 2000: 105). The achievement was all the more 

exceptional since at that time Penguin and other publishers ‘had a less aggressive 

approach to marketing fiction, particularly children’s fiction’ (Ricketson 2000: 105) and 

did little to sell it. Another important facet of Jennings’ success over the last years of the 

1980s was that the publication ‘coincided with the rise of the whole-language 

educational philosophy, which Jennings strongly supported and was teaching his 

students at Warrnambool Institute’ (Ricketson 2000: 106). So his books began to be 

used by teachers eager to ‘turn’ their reluctant readers onto reading, and thus his work 

circumvented the CBCA directives to give kids only nourishing fare rather than the 

sweets which they often preferred.  

 

Whereas the ‘John and Betty’ readers of the 1960s and the ‘Spot the Dog’ readers of the 

1970s were the instantly recognizable (to Jennings, detestable) face of phonics, his 

books perfectly suited the new ‘whole language’ approach to reading introduced strongly 

in the 1980s. This method also introduced to schools the value of having authors visit 

their classes in order to discuss their writing with students who were being taught to 

write multiple drafts of their own writing and to discuss them with each other. This too 

was to work a ‘sea-change’ on Australian children’s publishing since authors became 

much more visible and their sales consequently increased dramatically too. By the end 

of the decade Australian-originated publishing had begun to supplant the overseas 
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reading which was formerly standard fare in educational institutions throughout the 

country. And publishers, in recognizing that, began to actively seek new product with 

which to supply this exciting new market. A final notable facet of Jennings’ success is 

that his books were paperbacks; schools until that time had preferred hardbacks and it 

was also thought to be an unwritten rule that ‘only hardback children’s books could win 

awards’. Both rules were to change, and even if Jennings did not in fact win the CBCA 

award (though he has consistently won ‘Kids Own’ awards) the lack of a CBCA award 

imprimatur has done nothing to damage his sales or popular reputation. Jennings was a 

‘test-case’ who proved that the children’s market in Australia was going to change 

radically, and that the formerly powerful role of the gatekeepers was also going to suffer 

as a result.  

 

In 1987 (when Ronai opted for freelance work because of family responsibilities) the 

stewardship of both the adult and children’s lists were entrusted to Julie Watts (who had 

joined the company in 1980 as a secretary after four years with McPhee Gribble) and 

she shortly realized that the job was so large that she would have to choose one or the 

other as hers alone. She chose children’s, and a newly formed Children’s Department in 

1988 was supported by Bob Sessions who had returned to the company from Nelson 

shortly after Watts took over, and having established his own list there, also now had 

Graeme Base, Ruth Park, Jane Tanner, Allan Baillie and Caroline Macdonald to bring 

into the fold. Sessions had encouraged Base to leave Nelson, and enabled him 

financially to spend three years working on Animalia (1986) which was released as a 

Robert Sessions Book with a Penguin/Viking logo. The initial print run of 10,000 was 

upped to 20,000 before publication because of booksellers’ response and ‘it had sold 

more than 2.5 million copies worldwide by 1995’ (Dutton 1996: 226). Base makes it clear 

that it was Sessions’ advocacy and astute editing, not the power of marketing, to which 

he attributes its success. He has a high regard for Sessions’ editorial skills in terms of 

illustration and says, ‘his instincts are phenomenal’ (Dutton 1996: 227). In Watts’ first 

year about 50 books were published, and she was keen to act as advocate for children’s 

books, summing up her philosophy by saying:  

 
I wanted to change the view that children’s books were somehow “lesser” books. 
I’d worked in both areas and knew that children’s books were often a lot more 
work than adult books. Shorter, maybe, but perhaps more of a challenge 
because of that constraint… Then there are other constraints, from the question 
of censorship and the all-important schools market to the matter of the 
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ridiculously low retail price which causes all sorts of costing nightmares for 
children’s publishers… I wanted people to respect the art of creating a children’s 
book,…to understand above all that if we did not create a love of reading in our 
children, then there would be no adults to enjoy the adult publications! I wanted 
committed specialist staff… The climate was right, and with the right support I 
knew we could do all this and that our young plantation would grow and change 
and diversify. (Watts 1994a: 257)  

 

Watts has continued to develop a stridently Australian program. ‘Co-publishing with 

Omnibus Books in the late 1980s brought such names as Mem Fox, Julie Vivas, Gillian 

Rubinstein and Craig Smith to the list’ (Morrow, Munro and Sheahan-Bright eds. 

Unpublished manuscript). In 1988 she took on first Jane Godwin (1964-) and then Erica 

Irving (later Wagner) as trainee editors, and in 1989 Penguin won Picture Book of the 

Year for joint winners – Base’s The Eleventh Hour and Baillie and Tanner’s Drac and the 

Gremlin. Pamela Allen and Bob Graham also became part of a growing stable of 

excellent picture book writer/illustrators. By the end of the 1980s the list ‘was producing 

around fifty or sixty books’ and Sessions also encouraged her to go to the Bologna Book 

Fair, which they hadn’t done before. And the list was set to expand even further in the 

1990s.  

 
Nevertheless, the statistical evidence contained in a report of this time shows clearly that 

not all companies could take advantage of conditions as Penguin had, for there had 

been ‘little real growth in the Australian market since the mid-1970s’ but there had been  

 
a transformation of the market with the displacement of imports by local 
publications, particularly in the educational field. This has enabled some firms of 
publishers, with ambition and resources, to develop swiftly. The benefits of 
economies of scale have furthermore enabled them to report rapid profits growth. 
(De Bellaigue 1984: 96)  

 

For example, David Cunningham ran the OUP branch from 1975 when Frank Eyre 

retired until 1985 when he formed Hospitality Press, and during his time OUP had 

unearthed writers of the calibre of Max Dann (1955-), Robin Klein (1936-) and illustrator 

Ann James (1952-). As one pundit noted in 1983, on the company’s seventy-fifth 

anniversary, ‘Undeniably Oxford Australia has established the Australian identity of its 

publishing…[and it] represents a microcosm of Australia. There are Aussies by birth and 

Aussies by choice’ (Oxford Australia 1983: 30). OUP staff and company regarded 

themselves as being proudly Australian. After Rosalind Price(1952-) ( who had worked 
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with Cunningham to create a local children’s list since 1979) departed, Rita Hart (Scharf) 

(1953-) who had joined the company in 1981 became children’s publisher and Alison 

Lester (1950-) and Terry Denton (1950-) were two of her further successes. Despite the 

tendency for OUP management to see children’s books as ‘lesser’, they actually 

represented an eighth of their turnover (Hart 1987: 36) in 1987. Nevertheless, in a shock 

move Cunningham’s successor, Marek Palka, discontinued the children’s program in 

1992, surprisingly in such an era of growth in both competition and demand:  

 
Sandra McComb tells me that when she was branch Manager she was under 
pressure…to abandon children’s book publishing… I believe its profitability 
gradually declined in the face of ever-stronger competition, and certainly Marek 
Palka sold the whole list shortly after he took over as manager, even though 
children’s books continue to be published by the Press in Oxford and sold by the 
branch in Australia…it is probable that Marek Palka’s decision to get out…was 
encouraged from Oxford. (Cunningham 1996: 17)  

 

Ironically this closure occurred toward the end of the heyday of independent Australian 

publishing, a demise perhaps indicative of the potential for a mismatch between cultural 

and commercial imperatives to halt growth even when conditions looked extremely 

promising.   

 

The Establishment of Several Independent Australian Publishers and Increased 

National Pride in ‘Product’  
 

Several other independent children’s publishers, fired by the nationalistic fervour of 

these times in the wake of the so-called Whitlam ‘era’, felt strongly that British influence 

was still too great in Australia, and moved to challenge such influence by establishing a 

number of new enterprises. Jane Covernton (1951-) sums up the situation at the 

beginning of the 1980s:  

 
The real function of the British subsidiaries was to disseminate the books of the 
British company, not to publish books for their own indigenous market… As a 
result, by 1981, the market for original Australian children’s books was very under 
crowded and very under exploited. (Covernton, Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. 
Unpublished manuscript) 

The response to a continuing consolidation of the international lists was that not only did 

these lists begin to expand their Australian publishing programs, but this was 

accompanied by (and perhaps encouraged by?) a surge in the establishment of 

independent children’s lists. Omnibus Books is the exemplar of this trend, and their 
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example was emulated by several others. Established in Adelaide in 1981, by Jane 

Covernton (1951-) and Sue Williams (1948-), it achieved immediate recognition with 

early titles such as Possum Magic (1983) and One Woolly Wombat (1982) which 

seemed to proclaim their Australian origin with enormous pride.  

 
We were two enthusiastic women, with a background in editing, art direction and 
book production gleaned from two or so years each at Rigby Publishers. At the 
time we had no experience as publishers but shared a hearty frustration with an 
industry that was dominated at the top by men and relied on women to do most 
of the work. Spurred on by the achievements of Hilary McPhee and Diana 
Gribble of McPhee Gribble, we decided to go it alone. We chose children's books 
because it gave us a chance to focus and combine our skills and resources into a 
niche market. (Covernton, Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. Unpublished 
manuscript)  

 

Omnibus began as a packaging business in a tiny room in a tiny cottage in Adelaide, 

putting together books for other publishers. Its first success was a series of poetry books 

for primary school students, which netted a profit of $13,000. In 1982 they invested this 

money in a picture book called One Woolly Wombat, written by Rod Trinca and 

illustrated by Kerry Argent. The first edition of 5,000 copies sold out a week before the 

official launch and within the first twelve months they were forced to reprint several 

editions. Covernton says that this   

 
led us to believe several things that we had already suspected. Firstly, that the 
time was right for a strong, indigenous children’s publishing industry. Secondly, 
that it was possible to publish for the Australian market, only, and survive. 
Thirdly, and more importantly, it indicated that there had been a huge sea change 
in the attitude of Australians to their culture. The fierce nationalism of the 1970s 
Whitlam era had quite clearly given rise to a new generation of adults who were 
eager to see their landscape, their history, their people, their events, their speech 
and their humour reflected in the books they read, and the films and plays they 
saw. These adults were also parents, who wanted Australian books for their 
children – books that exposed them to their own culture and environment from an 
early age. (Covernton, Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. Unpublished manuscript)  

 

A year later, Possum Magic by Mem Fox and illustrated by Julie Vivas, was an even 

bigger hit, and Omnibus ‘became the signature publisher of quintessentially Australian 

picture books’ (Covernton, Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. Unpublished manuscript). It 

was responsible for the discovery of major writers such as Gillian Rubinstein (1942-) and 

Mem Fox (1946-) and for continuing to nurture writers like Max Fatchen and Bill Scott. It 

was a publisher of fiction for all age-groups, and was consistently innovative in genre. 
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This included publishing ‘risky’ poetry titles such as those by Max Fatchen (1920-), Bill 

Scott (1923-) and Colin Thiele (1980-) and anthologies such as Someone is Flying 

Balloons (1983) and Rattling in the Wind (1987). In content, it included Gillian 

Rubinstein’s Space Demons (1986) and in format, Julie Vivas’s The Nativity (1986).  In 

subject matter, it was also a brave publisher, producing subversive humour such as 

Sister Madge’s Book of Nuns (1986) by Doug Macleod, Dreadful David (1984) by Sally 

Odgers and illustrated by Craig Smith, scatological works such as Putrid Poems (1984) 

compiled by Jane Covernton and illustrated by Craig Smith, and unusual titles such as 

Sebastian Lives in a Hat (1985) by Thelma Catterwell and illustrated by Kerry Argent. 

But it was Omnibus’ signature illustration talents which really distinguished it from other 

publishers. The artists from the Omnibus stable read like a roll-call of the great talents of 

recent decades – Julie Vivas (1947-), Kerry Argent (1960-), Craig Smith (1955-) and Ann 

James (1952-). They created books whose Australianness was partly based on their use 

of white space. As Sue Williams wrote:  

 
We Australians take for granted our spacious surroundings… The Australian 
picture books usually look spacious and uncluttered and contain very strong 
horizontal lines whereas the European books tend to be highly detailed with very 
little if any white space and the major lines are vertical. (Williams 1987: 215)  

 

Covernton adds that   

 
it is difficult to go past the look of these books which as I have indicated above 
was a product of their time and place, and their extremely talented creators. But 
the books were also the result of what I consider to be the very fine art direction 
of Sue Williams. The early Omnibus books are both elegant and spare, 
sumptuous and rich, uncluttered but warm. And the fact that many of them still sit 
on the bookshelves today is a tribute to her skill in drawing out the best in 
Australian illustrators. (Covernton, Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. Unpublished 
manuscript)  

 

It is one of the ironies of publishing, however, that Omnibus was virtually forced to enter 

into a co-publishing arrangement with Penguin because of the cost of the huge print-

runs demanded by these early bestsellers. The problem of cash flow bedevils any 

business and in publishing often printers demand terms which make the cost of running 

a small independent publisher extremely taxing. Omnibus continued this arrangement 

into the 1990s but was eventually forced to seek protection under the umbrella of 

Scholastic. Its successes included the fact that it was the first and most successful of the 

new independents to emerge in the 1980s, and was thus regarded as a market leader. 
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Its recognition was based on its production of ground-breaking picture books which were 

distinctively Australian and thus appealed overseas, and raised the reputation of 

Australian children’s books internationally. The originality of these books was partly 

based on the fact that the company took risks in working with new authors and 

illustrators; Jane Covernton says that their isolation in Adelaide fuelled this policy and 

caused them to draw on new artists such as Kerry Argent and Craig Smith. The 

company’s early financial successes supported its growth and helped it retain 

independence – by maintaining editorial control – in its astute distribution partnerships 

with first Penguin and then Scholastic. But perhaps these partnerships also led to its 

eventual loss of close autonomy. Finally, it was successful because it was founded on a 

culture of willingness to experiment with new genres. 

 

Another new publisher was Walter McVitty Books, established by Walter and his wife 

Lois McVitty in 1985 when they published John Pinkney’s The Key and the Fountain 

(1985). Their next two titles were by acclaimed writer Colin Thiele, who gave them 

Seashores and Shadows (1985) and Farmer Schulz’s Ducks (1986). Then came Duncan 

Ball’s My Dog’s a Scaredy Cat (1987) illustrated by Craig Smith, Colin Thiele’s 

Shatterbelt (1987), Penny Hill’s Paperchaser (1987) and the ground-breaking John 

Marsden’s So Much To Tell You (1987). The McVittys attribute their publishing 

achievements to high standards in editing, design and production and to careful book 

club sales, often at pre-printing stage, and annual trips to Bologna to sell overseas 

rights. They never relied on borrowings and never expanded beyond a home-based 

operation serviced by the two principals. Walter McVitty described their approach as 

being characterized by  

 
both literary/artistic flair and business acumen...[which] seem to be needed if 
quality publishing is to succeed commercially as well as artistically... [Publishers] 
have to make money to survive, to keep on publishing, yet since the return on 
capital is generally only about 6% there must be more to publishing than the 
profit motive... No, there exists in the publishing world – and especially in 
publishing for children in Australia – an unusual degree of altruism. (McVitty 
1994: 171)  

 

McVitty cites, as an example of the balancing act necessary, the packaging decisions 

made with their second title, Thiele’s Seashores and Shadows, which he now realizes 

would have sold more copies had it featured a more exciting and violent cover and the 

titles used by overseas publishers for it such as Shadow Shark (US), Sharks in the 
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Shadows (UK) or The Boy and the Shark (South Africa, Denmark). ‘Ivory tower idealism 

was, for us, stronger than commercial considerations when we settled for that non-

committal title and unexciting jacket back in 1986’ (McVitty 1994: 171). He also 

acknowledges that the owners were able to make non-commercial decisions having only 

themselves (and no share-holders) to answer to, for they ‘turned down some very good 

manuscripts which we knew would sell...simply because one of us didn’t “warm” to them, 

or feel they were “right” for us’ (McVitty 1994: 171).  

 

One of the most influential new publishers of the eighties was Allen & Unwin (A&U), a 

then UK-owned company which had established its Australian branch in 1976. It began a 

children’s imprint with Rosalind Price (1952-) at the helm in 1988. Price’s philosophy was 

to combine the ‘Take it or leave it’ approach with the ‘You want it? You got it’ approach 

(Price 1994: 47) to publishing. In short she recognized that sometimes the publisher’s 

heart rules when they take a risk on a book they love; whilst on other occasions they 

listen to the audience and create works they know will be popular or useful, even when 

they are not as passionate about them. ‘Most of us are pragmatic idealists, prudent 

gamblers. You have to be a bit of both’ (Price 1994: 48). The list has been characterized 

by the high standards that Price has set for herself and for her authors and illustrators. 

Since A&U’s entry into the children’s market, the books in the list have included picture 

books, junior and YA novels, and innovative non-fiction series, e.g. True Stories and 

Discoveries. True Stories were designed to meet needs for non-fiction for 8-12 year olds, 

that would ‘be cheaper, funkier, with more to read than captions’ (Price 1994: 50). 

Several A&U books have been translated into other languages and published overseas. 

Their ‘trademark’ is that they are quirky, difficult to classify, and original with a capital O; 

identified by their stylish and innovative design and by the quality and distinctiveness of 

their writing. Price’s publishing philosophy is undoubtedly to publish works, which, whilst 

they don’t fit any identifiable mold, have the potential to both capture and create new 

markets. Price has been responsible for launching the careers of several new writers 

and illustrators who are now prominent in the Australian publishing industry – Kim 

Gamble, John Nicholson, Anna Fienberg, Alison Lester, Natalie Jane Prior, Geoff Kelly 

and Elizabeth Honey. Her approach is founded on both an appreciation of the author’s 

primacy and the value of canny publishing. ‘The author’s the only one who really counts, 

but the publisher can help make things happen. After that, the obvious answer about 
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“team work” is true. Each person in the chain can help or hinder the work’ (Sheahan-

Bright, Interview with Rosalind Price for Magpies Profile, 1999).  

 

Other local small publishers began during the 1980s to make moves into the children’s 

market, and would contribute to this bedding down of the industry. Fremantle Arts Centre 

Press (FACP), for example, by the late 1980s, was enjoying a national and international 

reputation, ‘perhaps because it carries a distinct identity relative to global publishing 

corporations’ (Blaber, Munro and Sheahan-Bright, eds. Unpublished manuscript) but 

critical to the development of the press’s reputation was the distribution agreement it 

secured with Penguin Books in the mid-1980s which 

 
was important in terms of capitalizing on the critical and popular reception of two 
titles in particular, Albert Facey’s A Fortunate Life (1981) and especially Sally 
Morgan’s My Place (1987) which went on to approximately 540,000 sales in 
Australia and was translated into fourteen languages. (Blaber, Munro and 
Sheahan-Bright, eds. Unpublished manuscript) 

 

FACP’s success was ‘underpinned by burgeoning interest in Australian literature within 

the secondary and tertiary education sectors… A Fortunate Life and My Place became 

set texts in both high school and university literature syllabi around Australia’ (Blaber, 

Munro and Sheahan-Bright eds. Unpublished manuscript). And FACP too was poised for 

further development of the children’s list as it entered the 1990s. Hyland House 

flourished, too, with award winners such as James Aldridge’s The True Story of Lilli 

Stubeck (CBCA Book of the Year 1985), The Changelings of Chan (Commended CBCA 

1986), Gillian Rubinstein’s Beyond the Labyrinth (CBCA Book of the Year: Older 

Readers 1989; SA Festival Award 1990), Mary Steele’s Arkwright (CBCA 1986 Junior 

Book) and Gillian Rubinstein’s Galax-Arena (CBCA Honour Book: Book of the Year: 

Older Readers 1993), and also with the publication of leading indigenous writers Lionel 

Fogarty and Mudrooroo. It was reported that ‘Over 10% of Hyland House’s children’s 

titles go on to win the Children’s Book Council Book of the Year Award’ (Godden 1994: 

215). University of Queensland Press (UQP) published two picture books – Grahame 

Walsh’s The Goori Goori Bird (1984) and Didane the Koala (1985) – prior to making a 

more significant contribution in establishing the YA Fiction list selected by their editor 

Barbara Ker Wilson (1929-) who later added a junior readers list, Story Bridge. 

Approached in 1985 by the general manager of this Brisbane-based press, Laurie 

Muller, Ker Wilson managed it from her then home-base in the Blue Mountains. She later 
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moved to Brisbane and developed one of Australia’s first YA fiction lists, attracting new 

writers such as Donna Pearce and Jill Dobson, as well as publishing established writers 

including Michael Noonan and Maureen Pople. Three of Ker Wilson’s discoveries – 

Judith Clarke, James Moloney and Brian Caswell – have become highly-regarded 

Australian writers. Greater Glider Productions Pty. Ltd. was established in 1983 by 

Publishing Director Jill Morris (1936-) who says: 

 
[T]he company was created with the aim of producing high quality materials for 
children across all media. The list includes radio scripts, tapes, a computer 
program, a rock musical, books and book series, writing and drama courses. 
(Wignell 1993: 126) 

 

The first Greater Glider production was a 65-episode Australian drama serial, 

Bangotcher Junction, which premiered on BBC Radio in the UK in 1983. In 1985 they 

packaged the Animals of Oz series and in 1987, the Aussie Swag series. The company’s 

mission statement is ‘to produce high quality materials for children of all ages across all 

media, with a strong focus on the preservation of the natural environment.’  

 

Clearly then, the 1980s was a decade which provided the conditions for several small, 

imaginative publishers to come to national prominence in the children’s field. And, it 

should be noted, much of this imaginative activity occurred in South Australia, Western 

Australia and Queensland, which were not the traditional centres of Australian 

publishing. The 1980s formed a significant launch pad for children’s publishing into the 

1990s, and two more ventures, begun late in the decade, should be mentioned here to 

indicate further the vibrancy that the decade created. Margaret Hamilton Books (MHB) 

was launched at the end of July 1988 with its initial publication Who Killed Cockatoo? by 

W.A. Cawthorne – a bicentennial new edition of a work, first published in 1870 (1862?), 

with new illustrations by Rodney McRae. For the first three years MHB largely packaged 

(like Omnibus), but their end-of-the-decade start, with all the nationalistic fervour of the 

bicentenary surrounding it, catapulted them into the 1990s. Jam Roll Press was a 

Queensland-based company established by Leonie Tyle (1955-), Robyn Sheahan (1955-

) and Robyn Collins (1951-). Though it was begun in the late 1980s its first book wasn’t 

published until 1990. Its momentum too was based in the nationalistic fervour which 

prompted the provinces to stand up and contribute to the overall, national endeavour.  
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Another significant decision at the time was made by one of Australia’s oldest 

independents, Lothian Books, to move into children’s publishing, after some ‘haphazard 

stuff’ (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Peter Lothian, November 2000)  prior to that. Louis 

Lothian appointed Anne Bower Ingram as a children’s book consultant in 1982, of which 

Peter Lothian, who became Managing Director in 1984, says:   

 
[It] was in a sense my decision…a very conscious decision we made at that 
time regarding where our publishing interests would expand to. We didn't have 
in-house expertise so we started talking with Anne [Bower Ingram] who was 
beginning to look for a different alternative to her HarperCollins Editor's role, 
and saw her “nurturing” it, if you like. That began with the hardbacks at Lothian 
and HarperCollins would buy the paperback rights, and we did probably two or 
three books like that. But then I decided we would hang onto our own 
paperback rights and that side of the business…we saw, I suppose, a niche 
where, while that market was expanding, it was expanding in some areas only. 
We could see opportunities for us and particularly in the schools and library side 
– school library and municipal library cement all possibilities because we 
certainly weren't strong in export at that stage in any sense. Also it was an area 
of particular interest with young children coming on. It just sort of came from 
there really. (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Peter Lothian, November 2000)   

 

Ingram worked from Sydney, and she started negotiations at the Bologna Children’s 

Book Fair in March 1985 for the sale of foreign rights in three picture books published by 

Lothian. Viking Penguin Inc. of New York bought Mouse’s Marriage by Junko Morimoto. 

First There Was Frances by Bob Graham was sold to British, French, Swedish, 

American and Canadian publishers, as also the rights to a paperback edition. British and 

American rights to Graham’s Pearl’s Place were also sold. With international deals like 

these, ‘Bob Graham was a notable newcomer to the Lothian corps of children’s book 

authors’ (Sayers 1988: 81). Then, due to Ingram’s ill health and because she was 

physically located in another city, the firm approached the more local Margaret Dunkle in 

1987 to take on the list:  

 
We wanted to keep the momentum going. Obviously communication's easier 
with someone from Williamstown [near Melbourne] than someone in Sydney. 
Margaret came on board. We didn't see that necessarily as a substitute but 
that's how it turned out. That relationship with Margaret went on for a long time. 
It was she who was responsible for suggesting when we turned a hundred in 
1988 we were looking for some way to mark the occasion other than the normal 
things and she suggested we do a children's picture book prize. And we got in 
eighty to ninety very good quality picture books, short listed about five or six and 
we selected a winner from Tasmania. We published the first five of those books 
over a couple of years. The books we had short listed’…they were manuscripts 
and ideas. We had a panel to review those, Bob Graham, and [can’t remember] 
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were the two leading ones, and I think there was someone else. So that gave us 
a bit of momentum, a bit of a push through. And then as happens in most areas 
of publishing, once there's an activity somewhere others seem to get drawn to it 
friend to friend, authors to authors and so basically it gathered its own 
momentum from that point. From that 1988 point it started to take off. 
(Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Peter Lothian, November  2000)  

 

But Lothian’s children’s books really ‘took off’ in the 1990s… 

 

In the 1980s, children’s niche publishing grew slowly, represented by companies such as 

Era Publications which, although the publishing climate has worsened for both of its 

staple products (picture books and educational materials), has continued to base its 

development on its belief that ‘the secret of success is finding some unmet demand, and 

performing excellently in that area. One such area has been non-fiction big books and 

big books for older readers’ (Van Putten 1996: 18). All new Era ventures were trialled 

extensively in classrooms, and awards included the UK Children’s Award for Arthur in 

1985. But perhaps more indicative of Australian cultural trends was the growth of 

Magabala Books established in Broome in 1987: an indigenous publishing house which 

created important indigenous publications for children (Lands 1991). Magabala wasn’t 

the first indigenous publisher, having been preceded by IAD Press established in Alice 

Springs in 1972, and Aboriginal Studies Press established in Canberra in 1963. But 

these were low-profile; Magabala was the first to announce its plans nationally to publish 

other than reference books (though IAD Press has since developed its general 

publishing and children’s publishing too). Since Magabala’s formation there has been a 

development in mainstream houses publishing indigenous texts (notably UQP which has 

a Black Writers list) and most mainstream children’s lists published in the indigenous 

area during the 1990s. But Magabala attracted significant attention in the late 1980s, 

probably due to its location in far-flung Broome, Western Australia (about as far from 

Melbourne as you can get in Australia). The nation was intrigued by the possibility of a 

major publisher operating from Broome and focusing on indigenous texts. 

 

One should also not underestimate the influence of major historical events in galvanizing 

publishing activity, for the 1980s was historically and culturally a decade of landmarks. In 

1988 Australia’s celebration of 200 years of white settlement was a significant juncture in 

its history and one which created both debate and a new awareness of the claims for 

Indigenous cultures and experiences to be explored and recognized. The availability of 
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Bicentennial funding contributed to the appearance of ground-breaking works such as 

Our Torres Strait Islands: A Cultural Adventure (Thursday Island State High School , 

1988) and more opportunistic works such as the Bicentanimals series (Collins, 1988). 

Joan Grant’s Australopedia (McPhee Gribble, 1988), illustrated by the Design students 

at Phillip Institute, was the first major Australian children’s non-fiction project. Most 

significantly, the event inspired works such as Nadia Wheatley and Donna Rawlins’ My 

Place (Collins Dove, 1987) and John Anthony King’s An Uncommonly Fine Day (Collins, 

1987). These two latter titles suggested that authors would increasingly question 

Australian historical interpretations in a more searching manner, predicting Alan Tucker’s 

fine works (such as Too Many Captain Cooks (Omnibus, 1994) and Side by Side 

(Omnibus, 1998) and by the burgeoning of Indigenous works in the 1990s. Another 

event earlier in the decade was Australia’s winning the America’s Cup, which created 

some publishing events of its own. Sail Away (Ashton Scholastic, 1986) by Mem Fox, for 

example, could be said to have contributed to the ardent nationalism of the times, and 

Fox’s work has continued to represent the most overt expression of the nationalistic, 

celebratory literature whose antecedents lie with ‘the bush’ nationalism of the 1890s. It 

could also surely not be an accident that three new lists began in 1987-8. Allen & Unwin 

and Margaret Hamilton Books were established, and Lothian’s new children’s list helped 

it celebrate the company’s centenary. It was obvious to publishers that the country 

needed to find new ways of expressing itself. And these publishers contributed to that 

self-expression.  
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The Pinnacle of Children’s Literature Establishment Growth  
  

The decade was a turning point for Australian culture in a variety of ways which are 

reflected strongly in its children’s publishing. The year 1985, in particular, seems to have 

been a watershed year for the institutions that surround and support Australian children’s 

publishing, and may perhaps have been (as is typical in publishing) the beginning of 

trends which would also lead to some declines. In this year, exactly in the middle of the 

decade that would be regarded as the ‘pinnacle’ for post-WWII development, Australian 

children’s literature’s growth is evinced by a number of factors and events, which give 

some idea of consolidation. Magpies magazine was established in 1985, and quickly 

became an essential resource for those with an interest in reading or buying children’s 

literature in Australia; the twenty-first anniversary of Orana: the Magazine of the 

Children’s Library Section of the Australian Library and Information Association(formerly 

the Australian Library Association ) was celebrated with its first illustrated cover; the 

Children’s Publishing Group of the ABPA was initiated and convened by Margaret 

Hamilton; The Little Bookroom (Australia’s first Children’s Bookshop) celebrated its 

twenty-fifth Anniversary; Penguin Books Australia celebrated its fiftieth anniversary and 

was shortly after (in 1987) to appoint its first children’s publisher, Julie Watts. In 1986 

McVitty flippantly suggested that in order to really put children’s books on the map ‘we 

needed a literary Paul Hogan – or (umm) Mollie(er) Meldrum. Right?’ (McVitty 1986: 54), 

perhaps not aware that someone with the same popular cache had already been 

unearthed in Paul Jennings.  

 

This ‘discovery’ (of Jennings) had occurred just as members of the Australian children’s 

literature establishment were about to visit Tokyo for an event which signalled the 

pinnacle of growth in Australian children’s publishing, but perhaps the beginning of a 

change and a ‘new’ kind of growth, too. Walter McVitty wrote of the 1986 International 

IBBY conference in Tokyo that ‘in spite of the horrendous currency difference, over 80 

heedless Australian children’s literature junkies (groupies, perhaps?) will risk total 

bankruptcy to travel to Tokyo for a ‘’fix”’ (McVitty 1986: 52-3). This evidence of support 

was validated when both Hans Christian Andersen Medals went to Australians (the first 

time this had ever happened) – to Patricia Wrightson (1921-) and Robert Ingpen (1936-). 

This ‘high point’ in Australian children’s publishing clearly reflected the nature of the 

industry at the time. That year ‘over two dozen Australian publishers shared a stand’ 
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(McVitty 1986: 51) at Bologna. There was a steadily growing number of gifted writers – 

some marvellously gifted like Wrightson and Ingpen. These two have never been, then 

or since, as well-known amongst a popular reading audience, as some recent bestselling 

authors, but they deservedly garnered these accolades for the enormous contribution 

they had made and continue to make into the year 2004. 146 Their older ages are of 

course factors in their lower profiles, but the changing market is another; other older 

writers such as Colin Thiele continued to publish in a solid fashion in the 1990s but their 

sales were far-outstripped by a number of writers with greater mass market appeal.   

 

The CBCA’s growth in the 1980s was also notable, and indicative of the importance of 

institutional support for children’s publishing during this time, which also grew powerfully. 

In 1982 the annual CBCA Short List (which was to become immensely influential in 

terms of institutional sales) was introduced, as was the Junior Book of the Year category 

in 1986. There were problems for the CBCA occasioned by the sudden announcement 

that government funding would cease in 1988, but this led to active campaigns for 

sponsorship which were first met by interim support by a range of publishers in that year 

and then by a sponsorship arrangement between Myer/Grace Bros. and the CBCA from 

1989-1993 (Smith and Hamilton 1995: 42). This arguably began to change the awards 

by raising their profile even further and allying the CBCA aims more closely with 

commercial ones. From 1988 the CBCA produced a glossy shortlist kit which was later to 

be developed further. This CBCA growth, which culminated in the 1990s in a range of 

outcomes such as the introduction of new awards (covered in Chapter 8 below), 

predictably also led to the declining power and influence  of the CBCA,  in real terms 

since its own actions had contributed to the growth of, and the diversification of the 

market. 

 
The Growth of Scholastic Australia and Its Move Into Trade Publishing  
 
Another event (which was ‘historic’ for different reasons) was observed when The Riddle 

of the Trumpalar (1981) by Judy Bernard-Waite was published, for it was the beginning 

of Scholastic Australia’s trade publishing, which has since become a significant share of 

its overall enterprises. Other new Scholastic ventures followed, with Classroom 

magazine for infant and primary school teachers being launched in 1981, and despite 

                                                           
146 Wrightson’s contribution was acknowledged by the publication of The Wrightson List (Random 
House 1998), an index to the Aboriginal mythology she had studied over several decades. 
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the 1982 recession, budget was exceeded with local Australian publishing accounting for 

over 20% of total Australian company revenue. The Lettering Book (1982) was published 

and sold almost 200,000 in its first year, becoming one of Scholastic’s outstanding 

bestselling titles. In 1982 Scholastic introduced another philanthropic project with the 

presentation of the inaugural annual Dromkeen Medal to Lu Rees. In 1983 Eyespy, an 

environmental and discovery magazine for children, was launched, followed by Junior 

Topics and Senior Topics magazines to meet the curriculum needs of infant and primary 

school teachers. And the Star Book Club was introduced in the June 1983 issue of 

Classroom Magazine. And The Platypus Bill Book Bazaar, a new operation, commenced 

later in the year. The Scholastic staff then numbered 125 (47 of whom had been with the 

company five years or longer). In 1984, despite difficult economic times, Scholastic 

managed an increase of 80% over the previous year and launched Wombat Book Club 

in October 1985, and its ‘biggest magazine seller’, Lucky (5-8yrs), in 1986. From 1985 to 

2002 David Harris was with Scholastic where he was Publishing Director and then 

Manager – Trade Division and Book Group Publisher. Scholastic obviously recognized 

the growth potential in the Australian market and was able to expand because of that, 

and its  philosophy was summed up later by Harris who maintained that they introduced 

non-book buyers to books via their strategies. ‘Often, [book clubs] represent the 

children’s only exposure to books… We’ve found that if the books have taken off at the 

book clubs, they’ve helped the bookshops. The books are only on offer once through the 

book clubs.’ (Hely 1998: 21)   

 

Economic Rationalism and Downturn  
 

Despite all this publishing pro-activity, it was ironically during this same period that 

economic downturns led to the rationalization of government funding and began to 

reverse some of the gains of the previous decade, with, for example, school libraries 

beginning to suffer again from inadequate funding. The federal government ‘continued 

specific purpose library funding until 1985’ (Biskup 1994: 189), supplementing ongoing 

state funding, though it gradually diminished. Fifteen years earlier, secondary schools 

alone had been offered ‘$27 million for the 1969-71 triennium’ (Biskup 1994: 189) and 

primary schools were not included in the scheme until 1974’ (Biskup 1994: 189); but by 

1981, ‘the combined allocation for both primary and secondary schools amounted to $15 

million, including $4 million for private schools.’ (Biskup 1994: 189) Economic factors 
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determined a further downturn from the mid-1980s. Though curriculum changes led to an 

increased market for Australian children’s books, school services continued to be under-

resourced, and government cutbacks during the decade dealt the educational book 

market a severe blow. This was in a period when universities after ‘the golden days of 

university growth [which had reached its] peak…in the late sixties [had seen] ‘the rate of 

increase slowed perceptibly in the seventies and substantially in the eighties’  and ‘[b]y 

1982, indeed, the holdings of the nineteen university libraries amounted to just double 

the size of the [six] state libraries and the National Library combined’ (Borchardt and 

Kirsop 159). The demands on the school or teacher librarian increased as well; in 1989 it 

was noted that:  

 
The major change in the role of South Australian teacher librarians in the 20 
years since the first federal funding for school libraries has been a shift from the 
organizational to the educational. In simple terms, it could perhaps be said that 
teacher LIBRARIANS have become TEACHER librarians. (‘Around Australia’ 
1989: 20)  

 

This comment is descriptive of a trend which has grown in all states and territories since.  

 

Other key issues for educational libraries in the 80s were the influence of  

 
restructuring,…support for resource-based learning in schools,…and the impact 
of technology on school libraries and library services, usually through school 
library automation and the use of computer-based services such as ASCIS. 
(‘Around Australia’ 1989: 18)  

 

Staffing levels generally went down for economic reasons, often being justified by the 

fact that automated services such as Australian School Cataloguing Information Service 

(ASCIS) supposedly reduced the number of staffing hours required. By 1990 ‘only an 

estimated 25 percent of primary school libraries had qualified full-time teacher-librarians, 

and secondary school libraries also had their staffing levels cut’ (Biskup 1994: 194). 

Concern regarding school library standards was met by Into the 21st Century (Kirk et al 

1990), a report resulting from a project entitled ‘LINOS or the Learning and information 

Needs of Schools’ (Biskup 1994: 191), which met considerable resistance from and was 

‘unacceptable to most of the steering committee’ and it wasn’t until Learning for the  
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Future: Developing Information Services in Australian Schools (Melbourne: Curriculum 

Corporation, 1993) was published that national guidelines for school library development 

were agreed upon.  

 

In this same period, though, public library services to children had improved, though 

there were still many areas under-serviced. The scale of the dearth is evinced by the fact 

that  

 
the whole of Australia had only 151 children’s/young people/youth services 
librarians and one young adult librarian, spread between 365 libraries or 109 
library services (just under 31 percent of all public library services). (Collins 1990: 
4-5)  

 

Since then, the decline in specialist services to young people has been part of an 

international trend and shows no sign of abating. In the halcyon times of the 1980s, the 

idea of appointing specialist YA librarians was surfacing, but was soon stymied by the 

impact of government rationalization. Though the 1980s saw advances in the promotion 

of collections, there was a downturn in staffing for children’s services. New literature-

based learning techniques also increased institutional demands during this period. 

These factors would contribute to the changing landscape for children’s publishing in the 

1990s and to a little-documented decline in institutional influence on children’s publishing 

in the late 1990s.  

 

Other forms of government intervention also impacted on the growth of Australian 

publishing during this period. In 1989, the Australian Prices Surveillance Authority (PSA) 

conducted an Inquiry into Book Prices, and recommended the opening up of the book 

market, via changes to the Copyright Act. Despite lobbying from the industry, the report 

was not rejected, only ‘watered down’. The PSA felt that the Traditional Market 

Agreement resulted in higher prices than overseas, fewer titles being available, and 

inappropriately high stockholdings. The Copyright Act was altered to allow ‘any book not 

published in Australia within 30 days of its publication overseas to be legally imported 

(90 days for paperbacks even if hardbacks are available in Australia)’ (Australia. Prices 

Surveillance Authority 1989). The decision changed little for consumer or publisher 

except that first release overseas titles became more readily available (Australian 

Commission for the Future 1992: 15). The ABPA consistently lobbied on several fronts – 

to maintain exemption from sales tax; to increase export incentives; to maintain or 
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increase Book Bounty to encourage local printing; to increase direct government 

assistance to publishers via the Literature Board, and to authors and publishers via 

Public Lending Right. Inflation had eroded much of the assistance made available to 

date and the industry also found itself consistently justifying its need for special 

treatment. These issues were to become even more contentious in the 1990s and led to 

several significant reports and studies. 

 

Further Media Growth  
 

Further media growth impacted on the directions taken in children’s publishing during the 

1980s. With TV programs like Here’s Humphrey and Bananas in Pyjamas, local 

programming really took off, and media influence became a popular topic. In 1982, the 

ABC opened its first merchandising store. And Rosalind Price, then at OUP, remarked 

on parental concerns about the media distracting children from books, that  

 
publishers cannot expect to compete with other media, but should work in 
conjunction with them (the book of the film, the companion to computers, etc) and 
should work out what it is that books do better than other media and concentrate 
on that. (Price 1982: 28)  

 

However, concerns felt by adults regarding children’s increasing exposure to multimedia 

received their recognition when in 1982 the Australian Children’s Television Foundation 

was established with Dr Patricia Edgar as Director. Funded by state and federal 

governments it is a non-profit body ‘which has as its charter the development of high-

quality children’s television programs, and their promotion through tie-ins with books and 

other materials’ (Lees and Macintyre 1993: 34). Once again, cultural objectives were 

linked to what must surely be recognized as a potentially commercial objective. 

Ironically, this cultural watchdog was one of the first Australian post-war publishers to 

reap the benefits from the synergies possible in producing a range of related media 

products including books. Series which it has produced include Winners  (1985) and 

More Winners (1990) which introduced Morris Gleitzman to writing for young people in 

the publication of a companion book The Other Facts of Life (McPhee Gribble/Penguin 

1985). In 1988 to celebrate the bicentenary it produced Touch the Sun, a series of six 

telemovies; Round the Twist (1989) and series sequels based on the books by Paul 

Jennings; Kaboodle (ABC and ACTF, 1986, 1990) by Hazel Edwards, Penny 

Robenstone and Jeff Peck; and one-off programs based on award-winning titles such as 
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I Own the Racecourse by Patricia Wrightson and Five Times Dizzy by Nadia Wheatley. 

SBS Television also produced the ground-breaking multicultural series In Between 

(1987) by Maureen McCarthy and Shane Brennan accompanied by a series of books by 

McCarthy. Such ‘synergies’ might be characterized as either opportunistic or 

entrepreneurial by one school of theory or as paternalistic and unlikely to impact on 

popular reading tastes by another. The conflict in opinion is another latter-day flowering 

of the commerce versus culture divide so prevalent throughout book history.   

 

In 1982, Marcie Muir wrote: 

 
The greatest danger at present seems to be the temptation to plan books for the 
international market in an effort to reduce the unit cost and obtain large sales. 
This usually means bland, safe books, acceptable everywhere and vital nowhere. 
(Muir 1982: 154)  

 

Fortunately her prediction was not evidenced by the range of publishers and publications 

which emerged in the ensuing decade, though it did predict the publisher’s worry that in 

seeking co-editions they were to be increasingly asked to produce more ‘transportable’ 

products. The 1980s was an extremely exciting time, which saw not only new publishers 

but many new writers and illustrators emerge. The decade  

 
saw the explosion of children’s book publishing around the world. Children’s 
literature is now a recognized and respectable field of literary endeavour. The 
picture book is a reputable art form,...being a writer or illustrator of children’s 
books is now seen as a legitimate profession, not something that genteel ladies 
do after dinner by way of a hobby... Books are now seen as a staple part of the 
paraphernalia of childhood, to be brought along with the wooden blocks and the 
Lego. (Price 1990: 16)  

 

While there was a growth in output, and perhaps too many mediocre books published, it 

cannot be said that internationalism made the Australian market staid. It is perhaps a 

legacy of the relative infancy of the children’s industry here, though, that our writers and 

artists continued to be renowned for what is often their very ‘local’ flavour.  

 

Another change which began to be felt was a ‘blurring’ of what defines ‘literary worth’ 

and the more popular or bestselling title. If Paul Jennings was the ‘discovery’ of the 

1980s, his popularity invited important questions regarding the nature of ‘literary value’. 

As has so often been the case, books which are either funny or shocking (or in 
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Jennings’s texts, both) have frequently drawn disapproving comments from the 

established critics in the children’s literature field. Unreal was released in 1985 and by 

1995 Jennings was classified as Australia’s bestselling author, and yet he has been 

nominated for the CBCA awards only twice – for Grandad’s Gifts (1992) and Duck for 

Cover (1994), despite the fact that Kids’ Choice awards consistently listed him. Still 

further changes were that the older literary authors seemed not to find a place as 

comfortably in the new 1980s market place. Though Colin Thiele, Patricia Wrightson and 

Christobel Mattingley continued to publish, the publication of works of authors such as 

Ivan Southall, Eleanor Spence, Joan Phipson and Hesba Brinsmead was sporadic, and 

not received quite as warmly as they were before. By the end of the decade Price was 

able to describe the industry as being  

 
more confident and prolific now than it has ever been. At least 12 companies 
employ senior publishers to deal exclusively with children’s books. Over 16 more 
publish some children’s books for the general market, and there are educational 
publishers producing numerous books for children. The Australian Book 
Publishers Association figures for 1988 show that 20% of the general books 
published in Australia were trade children’s books (and this figure probably 
doesn’t take into account mass market children’s books. (Price 1990: 16)  

 

During the 1980s, critics and publishers began to fear that the market was shifting too 

quickly, and that quality was being compromised by the ‘at least they’re reading’ 147 

approach. In 1988 Alf Mappin described the prevalence of shorter and easier-to-read 

books and lamented that ‘there is a tendency in popularity awards to reward the 

mediocre or the book with less reading in it’ (Mappin 1988: 17). This was symptomatic of 

a society more fully under the influence of visual broadcast media and heading towards 

electronic multimedia domination in the decades that followed. 

 

Changes in the next decade would transform the publishing scene, with some 

companies merging or disappearing, and others appearing, but with the number of 

publishers not growing overall. While on the one hand authors and illustrators would be 

more visible than ever before, it seems that their ‘use by date’ expired far more quickly. 

While the industry provided a more informative and supportive network than ever before, 

it seems that creators retreated into their own spaces more and the role of the literary 

agent in managing an author’s work increased. While new writers were recognized with 

great aplomb, they were also subject to more competition than ever before. The 
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developments of the 1980s led to a fractured and uncertain market square, which began 

to look more like a supermarket. The ebbs and flows of success and failure, rewards and 

deprivation, became more evident, and this made the market more rewarding, more 

productive, but also more ambiguous and difficult to read. While big-name authors 

emerged as very visible, conversely the deciding influences on the industry became less 

obvious than they were, and the next two chapters will attempt to define why.  

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
147 This was the slogan for the 1992 CBCA National Conference.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

SUPERMARKET – AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN’S PUBLISHING 
1990–2003  
  

 
To market, Supermarket 
To buy a full quart; 
Home again, Open it; 
Measure is short.  

(Merriam 1969)  
 
During Phase Six – the mass or global market (1990-2003) – Australian children’s 

publishers inherited the growth of the 1980s ‘boom’ time, but also the fallout from the 

era’s over-production. Several independents and multinationals, despite continuing 

growth, found the period not as profitable, nor predictable.  

 
Now in this country we have a situation where – so unlike the 1940s when we 
proclaimed our Britishness – we are proclaiming our Australianness and boasting 
our multiculturalism. Witness the enormous success here of Melina Marchetta’s 
Looking for Alibrandi, the book about growing up Italian in Australia… [but] books 
like Melina’s…are rare and our small population of under 18 million means a 
pretty tiny market for children’s books. And though Australia has one of the best 
book-buying populations in the world, that market is oversupplied, not only from a 
number of Australian publishing houses…but with competition from imports as 
well. (Watts 1994b: 4)  

 

During the 1990s, even Scholastic’s book club sales were said to wane, despite 

continuing educational market success. But the biggest change was that the public 

became more aware of children’s publishing product. Authors became, if not always 

celebrities, at least public personalities. In international terms Australia continued to face 

challenges and to derive strengths from the presence of multinationals in the local 

marketplace.  

 

In 1990 domestic book sales of imports and locally produced books of all kinds (for 

adults and for children) amounted to $518.6 million with Australian-originated titles 
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representing $261.6 million and imported books $257.0 million (Australian Commission 

for the Future [ACF], 1992: 10).  There were 6,676 Australian titles published (ACF 

1992: 11) including 219 new hardback children’s titles (and 54 reprints) and 274 new  

paperback titles (and 252 reprints) (ACF 1992: 11), representing 26% of all Australian 

titles produced (ACF 1992: 12). The 1992 report by the Australian Commission for the 

Future asserted that multinationals had  

 
brought an injection of capital into the local industry and that…the present 
diversity suggests… [that] in order to maintain their share of the local market, the 
multinational publishers will continue to have a commitment to publishing 
Australian works; they are generally fairly independent of their parent companies 
in terms of their publishing programs and are very active players within the local 
industry. (ACF 1992: 13) 

 

The report suggested that local companies would benefit from such ‘international 

connections’ and should ‘seek international partners for co-publishing ventures, 

and…recognize that their survival will depend on the extent to which they are able to 

generate income beyond the relatively small market’ (ACF 1992: 13). By the end of the 

decade, overall book sales amounted to $763.2million (ABS 4) with children’s book sales 

(domestic and export) having risen to $151.4 million (ABS 2001: 4) $46.2 million 

(hardback), $50.8 million (paperback); and $54.5 million (mass market paperback) 2000-

1 (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2001: 13). Australian originated titles included 146 

(hardback), 240(paperback) and 228(Mass-market paperback) (ABS 2001: 17), but 

clearly the biggest sales were of imports which ‘were $102.1million; this is more than 

double the $43.5million for sales of the Australian and Australian originated product’ 

(ABS 2001: 5).  

 

The major trends and influences in this period were:  

 

• first, the growth of mass marketing, non-traditional sales outlets and celebrity 

publishing;  

• second, the ‘swings and roundabouts’ factor – the absorption of independent lists 

into multinationals and the growth of newer lists;  

• third, Scholastic supremacy;  

• fourth, declining institutional power;  
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• fifth, niche markets, including Indigenous literature and culturally diverse 

approaches;  

• sixth, technological developments; and  

• seventh, international marketing.  

 

In examining the period’s achievements, this chapter examines in particular Lothian 

Books, Penguin Books Australia, Scholastic Australia and Allen & Unwin, as examples of 

fully-fledged lists offering picture books, fiction for all ages and non-fiction, and as 

soundly managed companies representing both multinational and local ownership. 

Alongside sound management, the direction of each by dedicated editors has been just 

as instrumental to their having achieved substantial critical and financial recognition. 

This chapter will outline the salient characteristics which have contributed to their 

successes – features which admirably demonstrate the canny balance between 

commercial and cultural objectives (see also Table D. which outlines the case studies 

involved here).  

 

The Growth of Mass Marketing, Non-Traditional Sales Outlets and Celebrity 

Publishing 
  

1990s publishing achievements (despite a perceived decline in overall market growth) 

stemmed from the positive recognition of mass market approaches. The growth and 

influence of non-traditional sales outlets resulted in series publishing, packaging 

resembling advertising, ‘crossover titles’, bestselling authors and the further blurring of 

the line between mass and literary publishing. Four 1980s ‘discoveries’ who became the 

bestselling authors of the 1990s – Paul Jennings, Morris Gleitzman, Emily Rodda and 

John Marsden – appealed to a broader audience than the well-known authors of the 

1970s and 1960s whom the CBCA 

 
applauded and awarded…such as Nan Chauncy, Patricia Wrightson, Joan 
Phipson, Hesba Brinsmead, Ivan Southall and Colin Thiele… [when] there were 
very few books that both entertained the broad mass of readers and “gave 
children something to grow on”. (Ricketson 2000: 95-7)  

 

Jennings outstripped bestselling adult author Bryce Courtenay in the 1995 Australian 

Bureau of Statistics(ABS) survey of most popular author; Jennings’ sales by the end of 

the decade were close to six million copies since he started writing in 1985, and his 
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estimated annual earnings were $800,000-900,000 (Ricketson 2000: x). Emily Rodda’s 

Deltora Quest (2001) series also established her as one of Scholastic’s hottest 

properties with sales of more than 800,000 copies, and a planned film (Verghis 2002). 

By 2003 it was over 900, 000 (Scholastic Website 2004).  Although in 2003 some major 

children’s award-winners such as Gary Crew, Libby Gleeson or Armin Greder still 

received scant media attention and were under-acknowledged for their sales potential, 

authors like Andy Griffiths, Bruce Whatley and Margaret Clark were recognized for their 

achievements and were far better known than their predecessors. By the late 1990s the 

previously-acclaimed Wrightson, Southall and Thiele were going out of print (Ricketson 

2000: 267), resulting in ventures – like Lothian releasing a ‘Classic Colin Thiele’ series, 

and Macmillan the ‘John Marsden introduces a classic’ series – in efforts to revitalize the 

readership of earlier authors. Literary writers, for example Ursula Dubosarsky and David 

Metzenthen, were not, despite the accolades of an ‘establishment’ (represented by the 

CBCA, the ACYL and others) as widely known as they deserved to be, while writers 

such as Nick Earls ‘made it’ by adopting a more popular and promotion-conscious 

approach…which, happily, the CBCA has ‘approved’ by offering awards as well. At the 

end of this period, the industry precariously exploited the popular and tried to ‘market’ 

the literary in the same way, and publishers responded to change by ‘reinvigorating their 

backlists’ (Ricketson 2000: 267) in order to suit the needs of a less predictable 

marketplace, where titles sold well in non-traditional outlets because they were ‘familiar’ 

to non-institutional buyers who were not abreast of historical or current literary trends.  

 

The ‘Swings and Roundabouts’ Factor – The Absorption of Independent Lists Into 

Multinationals and the Growth of Newer Lists    
  

The early 90s was a period of economic downturn, and a feature of it was a ‘swings and 

roundabouts’ effect, with rationalization, and also some growth of, small publishing. 

Omnibus Books was sold in 1991 to Scholastic, with the principals continuing until their 

departure in 1997. Their successor, Dyan Blacklock, maintained some similar 

approaches, introduced new ideas, and was subject to closer monitoring from 

Scholastic.  

 
I had already acted as commissioning editor for Omnibus; this and my past 
experiences as a children’s librarian allowed me a clear understanding of the 
composition of the existing list and its extraordinarily high standards. I did not 
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intend to demolish any part of the structures that had so faithfully supported the 
imprint for so long. I already had a project of my own under way, Solos [an 
illustrated non-fiction series for younger readers], which was very demanding. As 
well as exploring this area of fiction for the very young, I wanted to develop our 
YA list. Of course, Omnibus is continuing to publish picture books, a challenging 
area in today’s marketplace. Another thing I really wanted to do was to develop a 
non-fiction list to stand alongside the fiction and picture books for which Omnibus 
was so well known. (Sheahan-Bright 2000b: 13-17) 

 

The A4 non-fiction series titles in innovative formats, such as Olympia and Crash! The 

Wreck of the Stinson, reflected this new policy. As the 90s progressed, Omnibus Books 

became less influential, ironically, due to the market growth to which it had contributed, 

to its decreased autonomy in production, and to a changing publishing environment.  

 

Significantly Jane Covernton and Sue Williams opted for a more targeted niche market 

approach when they started Working Title Press (initially packaging for others) in 1997, 

dedicated to ‘a market gap’, as they saw it – picture books for very young children – with 

former Penguin marketing director Pat Adam as their publicist. With their trademark 

encouragement of new authors and illustrators, and penchant for risk-taking, Covernton 

continued (after Williams left the company in 2001) to forge a quiet, less highly-profiled 

list (Sheahan-Bright 2004: 22-24).  

 

During the 1990s, Margaret Hamilton Books (MHB) annually published around ten 

picture books and novels. Believing that ‘the hardback picture book is where the 

aesthetic power lies’ (Cohen 1998: 14), they published award winners (such as The Very 

Best of Friends by Margaret Wild and Julie Vivas, and a body of work by Patricia Mullins) 

until they too joined Scholastic in 1997, and in late 2001, when their five-year contract 

expired, sold outright to it. MHB was initially  

 
inspired by the strength of the [Scholastic] organization…but were constrained by 
the greater emphasis on “volume sales” and the shrinking market for hardback 
picture books…which Hamilton now regards as “a threatened species, struggling 
against a barrage of mass-market books” [and technology]. (‘A Life in Picture 
Books: Margaret Hamilton’ 2002: 5) 
 

 

Walter McVitty Books, from 1985 to 1997, published 57 books and Colin Thiele’s 

memoir, With Dew on My Boots, was the last book published under the imprint. The 

McVittys in 1997 sold ‘profitably’ to Lothian Books, because  
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we did not want our books to become lost in the lists of multinationals. We 
preferred to deal with a smallish, independent, family-owned Australian company, 
and so we approached Lothian Books. The choice was a natural one for us 
because Lois and I admired and respected the people at Lothian. (McVitty 2004: 
197) 
 

 

Few small publishers survived the 90s and the few years following, save for Greater 

Glider 148 and Era, 149 both niche publishers in their own rights. The ‘see-sawing’ nature 

of publishing cycles saw even large companies suffering downturns, with Reed, for 

example, selling its children’s list. Random House launched its new Mark Macleod 

Books in 1990, aiming to create ‘child-centred’ works, albeit with an academic 

appreciation of ‘subtext’. Macleod ‘loved’ the work of Margaret Clark and Claire 

Carmichael which he saw as 

 
both commercial and yet conscious, too, of issues like feminism, of the child’s 
desire for psychological independence from the parent… [T]he commercial 
success of [such writers] helps finance more risky propositions. (Macleod 1994b: 
213)  

 

Macleod reflected that  

 

it’s a paradox of publishing in a recession that although buyers are cautious with 
their money, and in some sense the trade was blown out with the publishing 
excesses of the ’80s and is exhausted, it’s a time when risks can be taken 
because the market needs to be renewed. (Macleod 1994b: 214)  

 

                                                           

148 Greater Glider continued to meet its niche readership although it did not accrue any 
substantial market share. In 1991 Jill and husband Richard Dent moved to ‘The Book Farm’ at 
Maleny, on the Sunshine Coast near the Glasshouse Mountains, where they established the 
publishing house. In 1991 they produced the Aussie Triumph series. Australian Bats in 1992 was 
the first of a number of lavishly illustrated ‘faction’ works illustrated by Lynne Tracey and written 
by Jill Morris. Australian Frogs, Amazing Amphibians, Australian Owls, Frogmouths & Nightjars, 
and Australian Kangaroos, Magnificent Macropods followed, and between them these won a 
number of awards. The company also launched a series entitled Storm Gliders, for teenagers; 
Star Gliders for younger readers; and Sun Gliders, picture books for the very young (Wignell 
1993: 126-9). 
149 The founding of  Era Publications was covered in Chapter 5. The publishing climate has 
worsened for both of Era’s staple products [educational materials and picture books] but they still 
believe that ‘the secret of success is finding some unmet demand, and performing excellently in 
that area. One such area has been non-fiction big books and big books for older readers.’ (Van 
Putten 1996: 18)    
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Macleod published new authors including Margaret Clark, Gretel Killeen, Christine 

Harris, Glyn Parry and John Larkins, and award-winning books such as Way Home 

(1994) by Libby Hathorn and Gregory Rogers – the first Australian picture book to win 

the prestigious UK Kate Greenaway Medal for Illustration, in 1995. Innovative design 

and contemporary style were hallmarks, as was a willingness to combine popular with 

erudite product.  

 

Alongside his discovery of popular authors, Macleod released the highly literary works 

Paddock (1992), written by Lilith Norman and illustrated by Robert Roennfeldt, and 

Junko Morimoto and Nan Hunt’s The Phoenix (1994). Macleod became noted for his 

bravery in publishing and his forthright views on publishing. When putting out Christine 

Harris’s first book, Outer Face (1992), he cheekily printed on the back cover: ‘Too much 

like Paul Jennings for one publisher (Unforgiveable!)’ (Macleod 1994b: 216) and 

released it with the fanfare publicity of a front cover advertisement in Magpies, the 

leading journal for children’s literature studies in Australia at the time. Such risk-taking 

with a new author paid off, for Harris, at least.  

 

The closure of Mark Macleod’s list in 1999, in the wake of Random’s takeover by 

Bertelsmann (Waldren 1998; Pullan 1998), was another shock of the period. But in truly 

cyclical fashion, Macleod was almost immediately offered the opportunity to establish a 

list at Hodder Headline, where he evinced a determination to further bridge the gap 

between literary and mass market children’s publishing. Random House, meanwhile, 

continued with a list edited by Linsay Knight (1952-) until her departure in late 2002.  

 

New – and successful – publishers were founded too, such as Black Dog Books and 

Little Hare Books. Black Dog Books (Books with Bite!) was established by Maryann 

Ballantyne and Andrew Kelly in October 1996 when Ballantyne joined the then-

packaging business (formerly registered as Andrew Kelly Pty Ltd) which had been 

successfully packaging since 1989. By 2003 they had six people working for them and 

were committed to publishing ‘great books’ for children targeting the under-14s. Their 

first title, Dolphins Dance, came out in October 2000, and 2001 saw six books on their 

program: The Ark of Dreams, the Ramose series, Little Lunch and When Mum Was 

Little. The fourth book in the Ramose series, Ramose: The Wrath of Ra came out in 

2002 (Black Dog Books 2004).  

 252



 

In August 2000, Little Hare Books was founded by Rod Hare and Mary Hare of the 

Australian Licensing Corporation (ALC) 150 who asked former ABC Books children’s 

publisher David Francis to help them establish a new independent Australian children’s 

publishing company ‘with an international flavour’. It released its first title in 2002. 

Francis matched Australian with overseas talents, e.g. in Mango Makes Music (2002) by 

Australian author Bani McSpedden and British illustrator Chris Gilvan-Cartwright. 

Australian Licensing Corporation (ALC) handles licensing or co-editions. 90% of sales 

were Australian up to 2003, but ‘50% of them are now co-editions.’ (Sheahan-Bright 

2003a:22) The Double Delight series by Mary Novick, Jenny Hale and Sybel Harlin  

(2001-5 ) has achieved international sales of 800, 000 copies (Sheahan-Bright 2003a:  

22).  Simon French’s Where in the World? (2002) was by 2004 into its fifth reprint and 

three Maze books by Rolf Heimann (2002-3) were reprinted before release. One title 

which was due for release in the US in 2004 involved a 30,000 print run. Both these 

enterprises evinced a clear market view, with both initially packaging to support their 

early ventures, and they’ve continued to apply such skills by creating products which the 

market was demanding, in innovative formats, and which could be sold as co-editions—

to publish quality with a high level of marketability.  

 

Hardie Grant Egmont (Egmont Books 2004) is one of the newest players in terms of this 

dissertation’s focus, and is an interesting case with managing director Susannah 

McFarlane of Egmont UK returning to Australia in late 2002 to establish an Australian 

branch in a unique affiliation with independent adult publisher Hardie Grant. In a new 

millennium, its ownership of licenses (such as Lizzie McGuire, Thomas the Tank Engine 

and Winnie-the-Pooh) represents a considerable advantage, as does the fact that it has 

been founded by an international company while being owned locally (Sheahan-Bright 

2003a: 20-1). Its activities will be examined in Chapter 8, in terms of the growth of 

licensing.  

 

                                                           
150 Australian Licensing Corporation sells licenses to books to international publishers, toy 
manufacturers, and TV companies.(Australian Licensing Corporation 2004)   
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Case Studies 
 
For the ‘Supermarket’ period 1990-2003, I undertook four case studies. The focus here, 

on the development of four companies, aimed to demonstrate the positive interaction 

between commerce and culture in children’s publishing at the time, and also the  

opposition between these two imperatives. Table C attempts to schematize the analysis. 
 
TABLE C. CULTURE & COMMERCE IN CHILDREN’S PUBLISHING (1990-2003) 

CULTURE COMMERCE 
 
PURPOSE 
Instruction & Entertainment Profit 
 
CONTENT 
Aesthetic, Didactic, 
Bibliotherapeutic, Empathetic Appeal 
 
Moral/Instructional (Educational) Messages 
 
Instruments for Textual & Visual Literacy 
 
Entertainment 

Market and Consumer Audience Appeal 
 
 
Books as Merchandise 
 
Books as Value-Laden Commodities 
 
Value for Money at Lower Prices than Adult 
Books 

 
IMPACT 
Influence on Children’s Tastes, Reading 
Behaviours, Use of Time, Social Development 
 
Influence on Cultural Climate 

Publisher’s Market Share and Turnover 
 
 
Influence on Economic Climate  

 
PUBLISHER’S ROLE 
‘Gatekeeper’ 
 
Developer of Writing Culture 
 
‘Patron’ to writers, artists and designers 
 
Taste ‘leader’ or moral arbiter 

Employer 
 
Manufacturer of Products 
 
Client Relationships with Client Organizations 
 
Role as Business or Company 

 
CRITERIA FOR SELECTIONS  
Literary, Artistic, Cultural, Educational Value Profit and Market Advantage  
 
Source: This table is based on a similar table included in Philip G. Altbach and Edith S. Hoshino, 
eds. International Book Publishing: An Encyclopedia (1995: 33). Its applicability to the local 
market was strongly suggested by Rosalind Price’s analysis of this dichotomy in relation to 
translations of overseas materials by Allen & Unwin in Agnes Niewenhuizen, ‘Two Way Traffic’, 
Magpies 13, 4 (September 1998): 4-8.  
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Lothian Books  
 
The oldest Australian independent, Lothian Books, in the 1990s expanded its children’s 

list with editor Helen Chamberlin, formerly of Reed publishing, who joined Lothian as 

editor of both general and children’s titles in 1990. She became the children’s publisher 

in 1994, and garnered a reputation for innovative picture books for older readers, series 

publishing, and for young adult fiction.  

 
Up until the early 1990s Lothian’s children’s publishing consisted of 3-5 picture 
books a year – including Bob Graham’s CBCA Picture Books of the Year Crusher 
is Coming and Greetings from Sandy Beach and Robert Ingpen’s perennial The 
Idle Bear… [Since then] we have expanded the list to about forty titles a year 
which cover the whole range – picture books, junior fiction and young adult 
literature. (Chamberlin 2000: 7)  

 

Gary Crew was an influence on the growth of the list too. His ground-breaking picture 

books for older readers for Lothian, and the fact that Chamberlin worked as editor on his 

post-colonial novels, led to his being involved in commissioning the 40-title After Dark 

series, and his introduction to the company of a number of extremely talented artists 

such as Shaun Tan, Steven Woolman, Gregory Rogers and Peter Gouldthorpe, with 

picture books Memorial (1999), The Viewer (1997), The Rainbow (2001) and First Light 

(1993). The picture book for older readers was developed further by artist Shaun Tan 

writing his own texts – The Lost Thing (2000) and The Red Tree (2002). Lothian gained 

a significant reputation for this type of publishing – highly creative in concepts, highly 

original in terms of illustration and text relationship, and highly challenging in terms of 

children vs. adult readerships. 

 

Peter Lothian summarized the changes during the period that the company had to deal 

with. He identified ‘the domination of Scholastic in the schools marketplace where there 

used to be modest but certainly some competition to them…’. He also saw a 

fundamental marketing problem in  

 
the demise of the hardback picture book in general bookshops… [I]t’s very 
difficult to obtain good retail space for any kid’s picture book except in that highly-
promoted, highly-successful area…other than the ten or twelve special children’s 
special shops around the country. The chain stores and the major chains really 
struggle with kids books… We…are becoming more…reliant on export, on the 
specialists and on those big authors really, and I’m trying to build all the time new 
big authors… That’s the only way to get the volume, and we’ve seen that with the 
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Harry Potters and the John Marsden books…in the past five years. [Shelf space 
was dominated] by fewer and fewer name people. Paul Jennings, and so forth… 
[but he said that, nevertheless] the overall picture remains very optimistic and 
positive in a sense because of the Scholastic domination of that institutional 
market and the fact that public libraries and school libraries are supporting 
Australian kids lists well… Scholastic is dominating the school’s market but the 
James Bennett’s and the other municipal library suppliers…are really supporting 
Australian kids books well into the municipal markets, the public library system 
which Ashton don’t really touch. The building of Australian Standing Orders 
[ASO] – a Scholastic company, has made a massive impact on the economics of 
children’s picture book publishing. Lothian stands at odds with some of the very 
good independent children’s booksellers in that regard who see ASO as a 
domineering, dominating, economically powerful and ultimately destructive force. 
I don't see ASO that way at all. I see it as a constructive, selective, big successful 
business. (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Peter Lothian, November 2000) 151

 

Lothian pointed out that while Australian kids’ books did very well in terms of export 

growth, Lothian’s own list didn’t do as well in the US as he would have liked it to: ‘It's 

very hard to compete with some of the bigger companies in that regard, but we've seen 

the Graeme Base books being taken on in a huge way… We all try and emulate that in 

every way that we can’ (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Peter Lothian, November 2000).  

 

Lothian’s response to the growth of the non-traditional sales outlets was the appointment 

of their first children’s publicist in 1999, which, he said, ‘seems to be working very well, 

very directly focussed marketing activities…into the segments that are required’. Like his 

colleagues he lamented ‘the [lack] of space in literature pages and review pages to 

children's books…it's important we get our fair slice of those pages and space’. To 

counter that he said: 

 
We’re finding an increasing interest from literature festivals in kid’s book authors. 
There is a strong number of magazines going essentially to interested parties 
which are mostly institutions…schools and so forth…librarians dedicated to kid's 
literature and we obviously try very hard to get our fair slice of space and pages... 
All those kind of merchandising tools that we as a publisher try to get our 
booksellers to use – to help the new…novels or the new series or whatever…to 
make the public aware that these products are there and they’re worth…buying. 
Whether it’s grandma buying or the kids. We’re never really quite sure but we try 
and pitch at all of those markets – stickers, bookmarks, badges, all those kinds of 
tools. (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Peter Lothian, November 2000) 

 

                                                           
151 Australian Standing Orders is a continuity (or subscription) service to school libraries offering 
the best new releases from all publishers.  
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Skeptical about critics’ comments regarding ‘gimmickry’, Lothian believes that canny 

publishers have always had to be ‘gimmicky’. He says: 

 
One of my favourite lines is, “the demise of the book”… People don’t recognize 
the evolution of the book in the market place. You look at the books we published 
ten or twelve years ago. They look different to the way books look today…it’s to 
do with design, it’s to do with presentation. It is evolving all the time like it or not, 
and you live or die by the decisions, but the book does evolve to meet the needs 
of the marketplace… That’s the main reason I remain very optimistic about the 
future of this industry…the content, …our authors are brilliant, and the people 
massaging their ideas into the finished product are, I think, absolutely world 
class… And too, we do respond to the changes in the marketplace and the books 
reflect those changes over time. (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Peter Lothian, 
November 2000)  

 

In 1998 Brian Mitchell was appointed special sales manager at Lothian, to sell to outlets 

including book clubs, direct marketers and department stores, and to coordinate 

‘proprietary deals’ or special print runs for larger clients. He said:  

 
I think the business of the display-marketers has enhanced the book trade as a 
whole. The publisher is able to increase the print run…making it viable, and even 
a twenty-five dollar book is sometimes stretching the profit margin. A book needs 
to be published but we anticipate selling four thousand instead of two thousand 
and we end up selling two and a half... We are courageously publishing some 
books. Where the style of book is pushing the envelope…and we’ve had these 
from Australian Standing Orders (ASO) saying, “Your books are some of the best 
and we buy a lot from you…but sometimes they’re at the cutting edge”, and they 
say, “I’m not sure about that one”. (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Brian Mitchell, 
November 2000)  

 

Helen Chamberlin was as positive about ASO as were Mitchell and Lothian, agreeing 

that Ron McCarthy of ASO chose quality titles which he was also convinced would sell 

into schools, and was prepared to wait for those he found promising, to be carefully 

designed and edited.  

 

On the balance between agency and publishing which has been the company’s 

traditional basis, Lothian said:  

 
In percentage terms I’d like to give you an idealistic story. What has happened is 
pretty simple. The company’s gone in aggregate terms quite strongly over quite a 
long time… But children’s publishing has grown progressively both in numbers of 
titles and revenue earned and bought and paid…particularly over the last five or 
six years. The proportion between our agency business and our local publishing 
business has in fact stuck around fifty odd percent each for probably close to ten 
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years. That essentially reflects a growth in agency business as well as our own 
publishing business. That was not my original intention, I must say. That’s just 
how it went… In the last ten months overseas agency distribution has become 
very, very difficult. It’s no real secret within, it’s not a thing of withdrawing staff 
and things but we are evaluating our relationships with overseas publishers 
because it’s just too hard at the moment with the way exchange rates and things 
are. We’re probably at a stage now where we’re less reliant on that agency 
business to keep the momentum in our publishing business growing. So we’re 
rethinking our business… We’re changing one hundred percent. (Sheahan-
Bright, Interview with Peter Lothian, November  2000)  

 

He was in effect, describing a reversal of the tradition of British distributors operating in 

Australia and publishing simply to finance their own needs: 

 

Exactly. I like to see it that way too. A bit of a Nationalist at heart but it’s 
unfashionable to say that… We’ve always enjoyed having our own distribution 
facilities and our own sales force…yet the economics of that and the demands 
being put on distributors by an increasingly sophisticated retail work space is 
making the distribution of books in Australia more difficult… What we’re now 
seeing, just in very recent times, in the last year or so, is Pan Macmillan going 
through a mega distribution, very sophisticated book distribution facility. We’re 
seeing Penguin Books Australia about to spend…many millions of dollars on a 
new book distribution facility here in Victoria. We’ve seen the Alliance thing of 
Hodder and Allen & Unwin spending many millions to put a dedicated book 
distribution system into New South Wales. Random House spending a fortune 
doing their thing here. HarperCollins having an upgrade. The “big guys” are 
taking distribution very seriously. It’s difficult [to imagine] how it cannot affect 
Lothian Books… I can’t say we're going to get out of distribution but… (Sheahan-
Bright, Interview with Peter Lothian, November 2000)  

 

Although self-distribution involved advantages, there were also considerable costs 

involved, and difficulties too in getting books into ‘special’ distribution outlets such as 

airport bookshops. Lothian commented that  

 
if our books are good enough, and we are in the airport bookshops…they buy 
them… It is more difficult to compete against the big guys and used to be, but for 
many, many general trade accounts we're certainly in the top fifteen or twenty 
accounts that supplies what they have anyway… But when you get down to 
supplier number…thirty or forty I suspect it is going to become very difficult for 
those people to have a presence without a Penguin or a HarperCollins or a 
Random or someone like that behind them. (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Peter 
Lothian, November 2000)  

 

Lothian was confident that  
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changes will occur…over the next five years or so if not sooner. There is a 
consolidation going on. We're the only country really that has this multiple 
number of distributors. In the UK many, many publishers have been successful 
without going to distribution for decades. It’s the same in the US. They only want 
one or two suppliers basically. (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Peter Lothian, 
November 2000) 

 

In 1997 the Lothian company acquired the prestigious Walter McVitty Books list which 

included John Marsden’s So Much to Tell You and many Colin Thiele titles, thus adding 

to their backlist. New titles following included a stunning Thiele picture book, Pannikin 

and Pinta illustrated by Peter Gouldthorpe, and John Marsden's picture books – Prayer 

for the 21st century, and Norton’s Hut illustrated by Peter Gouldthorpe and The Rabbits, 

illustrated by Shaun Tan (Picture Book of the Year in 1999). The YA fiction list expanded 

considerably too, with writers such as Mark Svendsen, Bernie Monagle, Jenny 

Pausacker, Kerry Greenwood, Hazel Edwards, Ian Bone, Jim Schembri, Brian Ridden, 

and Ken Cattran lending distinction to the publishing program. Takeaways, a list for 

younger readers, was launched in 1999, and Crime Wave, a novella series for 10-14 

years, was launched in 2001. In June 2001, Lothian announced that it was ‘outsourcing’ 

its warehousing, distribution and customer services to Macmillan Distribution Services, 

effectively ceasing its agency business after over a century, in a bold move to 

concentrate on publishing as its core business, selling the warehousing office premises it 

had occupied in Port Melbourne and moving to offices in Albert Road, South Melbourne.  

 

In 2003 Lothian Books was the oldest independent Australian publisher and its survival 

had always depended on canny business acumen and editorial savvy. Its corporate 

philosophy and goals were firmly based on a business-like approach to producing quality 

and market-oriented local publications. In 2003 its annual turnover was less than $10 

million; it had 22 employees and its output was approximately 3-4% of overall Australian 

book publishing. In 2002 it produced 110 new Australian titles including 55 for children 

and young adults and 90% of its turnover was represented by Australian titles, with 600 

Australian titles in its backlist, of which approximately 350 are for young people. It had 

distribution arrangements with the US, UK, Canada, South Africa, Asia, the Middle East 

and New Zealand.  

 

The salient characteristics of Lothian Books’ success included:  
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• the longevity of family ownership 1888 to date, though publishing didn’t 

begin until 1905 and didn’t really become a priority until Peter Lothian 

became Managing Director in 1984;  

• the business-like balancing of publishing with representation of other 

enterprises which (until 2001) supported healthy cash flow with publishing 

being responsible for around 20% of its business and agencies;  

• the shift towards publishing as the predominant activity under Peter 

Lothian as Managing Director was cemented by the closure of their 

distribution activities in 2001;  

• the fact that the children’s list was only really established in the 1990s 

(built on the modestly successful though small picture-book publishing 

program of the 1980s, which relied on the expertise of consultants) and 

capitalized on astute editorial control to identify new trends such as visual 

literacy and exploring synergies with other products;  

• the strength stemming from the variety of product (mass/literary, picture 

books, YA fiction and junior fiction, non-fiction) enabling the company to 

take advantage of successes in one area to fuel risk-taking in others;  

• and the conspicuously successful innovations in picture books for older 

readers, series publishing and the championing of new authors.  

 

 

Allen & Unwin  
 
Allen & Unwin’s Australian directors effected a management buyout in 1990 (when the 

UK parent company was purchased by HarperCollins) and became fully independent 

owners of the Allen & Unwin imprint worldwide. The children’s list, under experienced 

publisher and director Rosalind Price, further expanded and by 2003 was one of 

Australia’s most significant, including picture books, beginner novels, novels for 10-12 

year olds, young adult fiction, activity books and the two non-fiction series, True Stories 

and Discoveries. Ark Fiction was a new YA list established in 1995; however, the entire 

list became known simply as Allen & Unwin children’s books, and grew to include Odo 

Hirsch, Brigid Lowry, Ron Brooks, Andrew and Janet McLean, Justin d’Ath and Garth 

Nix. Erica Irving (Wagner) joined the publishing team in 1999 and Sue Hines was also 

an editor. Price described the 1990s’ changes she confronted by saying: ‘More stages in 
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the process of manufacture are handled electronically (typesetting, design, scanning, 

printing), so jobs are changing within the industry, and so is design’ (Sheahan-Bright 

1999c: 9). Price also lamented the fact that there had been ‘Overproduction: too many 

new books are being published – although publishers are finally beginning to cut back’ 

(Sheahan-Bright 1999c: 9). Conversely, she said that there were now smaller print runs, 

and higher retail prices resulting in ‘books going out of print more quickly’ (Sheahan-

Bright 1999c: 9). Trends she noted were:  

 
…more series publishing, fewer picture books, more beginner readers and junior 
fiction (6-10), more hard-edged teenage fiction (14+), the emergence of 
crossover teenage-to-adult books, less fiction for the middle age group (11-14), 
shorter, snappier, less “literary” fiction. (Sheahan-Bright 1999c: 9)  

 

All this amounted to: ‘A broader outlook with less parochial publishing (Australiana has 

waned)’ (Sheahan-Bright 1999c: 9). Although by the end of the 90s higher royalties were 

available to authors’ by virtue of their greater exposure, the downside was that:  

 
Schools and libraries have less money to spend on books (and much of what 
they have now goes on computer hardware and software). Hardback picture 
books now have a very limited trade market (partly because there are too many 
books competing with each other; partly because they are now over $20 and 
therefore perceived by many as too expensive). The main access to the school 
library market is via one company which commands high discounts because it 
buys in large quantities. High discounts to booksellers mean lower profits for 
publishers and lower incomes for authors. Books also compete with many other 
sources of information and entertainment for children's time, attention and money 
(including the money that children influence, via their parents). (Sheahan-Bright 
1999c: 9)  

 

Economic deterrents to growth included: ‘fluctuating exchange rates, inflation, high/low 

interest rates, consumer confidence/diffidence, government spending (or lack of, for 

example, in schools and libraries), taxes (a GST won't make publishing any easier)’ 

(Sheahan-Bright 1999c: 9). Price also mentioned in interview: tariff changes; the loss of 

Book Bounty, which was a subsidy to lower the costs of book production; and competing 

media/sources of information and entertainment. She indicated that the perennial 

problems confronted by Australia include: ‘Distance (the size of Australia and the spread 

of cities) [which] makes internal distribution cumbersome and costly’. Publishers, she 

said, are also disadvantaged by  
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“sale or return” policies (i.e. publishers loaning the product to booksellers) [which] 
is a quirk of the publishing industry, and a bugbear for publishers. Then there are 
subtler cultural influences such as the preoccupation with the “new” the “latest”, 
which leads to an emphasis on front list (newly published titles), making it harder 
to maintain a healthy backlist of books. (Sheahan-Bright 1999c: 9)  

 

The A&U list, nevertheless, did not shy away from experimentation and moved 

cautiously, for example, into publishing non-gender-biased, multicultural and Indigenous 

material. Price said: 

 
Children’s book publishers here have long been alert to questions of gender 
equity. We’ve been busy taking care of the girls and now we’re becoming more 
conscious of boys’ difficulties and needs… We’ve been acutely aware of the 
sensitivities involved in indigenous publishing, and many of us have steered 
away from it for fear of making clumsy mistakes. There are now companies 
devoted to indigenous publishing and…writing. Most publishing houses welcome 
indigenous authors, but perhaps lack the contacts to attract them or the expertise 
to look after them sensitively. I hope we’ve made advances, but I expect we’ll 
continue to stumble about a bit before we all become more knowledgable, more 
comfortable, less self-conscious about it all. I'd like to see more books by authors 
with non-English-speaking backgrounds, but I don’t know where to find them (or 
whether I’d recognize what they have to say). It probably takes a generation or 
two before writers from migrant communities enter mainstream publishing – 
before they are ready to speak and the rest of us are able to hear. (Sheahan-
Bright 1999c: 10)  

 

Despite Price’s awareness of the difficulties, her move into Indigenous publishing was 

almost immediately vindicated in 1999 when Boori Pryor and Meme McDonald won the 

CBCA award for My Girragundji (1998) and in 2002 when The Papunya School Book of 

Country and History (2001) won the CBCA Eve Pownall Award for non-fiction. Price said 

that Indigenous publishing in the new millennium was  

 
extremely tricky, with many hurdles... The hurdles could include: ignorance on 
the part of publishers; inexperience on the part of those with the requisite 
knowledge; tensions between oral and literary traditions; the diversity of 
Indigenous culture; different approaches to time and collaboration; different 
understandings of “truth”, “fact” and “sacred”; and the tension between cultural 
and commercial realities. (Owen 2002: 10)  

 

Price made it clear that individual editorial ‘agency’ should be paramount:  

 
Most children’s book publishers are also editors, actively involved with authors in 
their thinking and writing, involved in the content of individual books. You can’t be 
a good publisher without that kind of engagement and flow-through… Within 
Allen & Unwin's children’s department, the publisher and editors oversee the 
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whole process, right through all stages of production, so we have the best 
chance of maintaining a clear vision. (Sheahan-Bright 1999c: 8-9) 

 

Price attributed to her training, much of her later achievement and success in 

publishing. This was gained  

 
in a small family company in London (Adam & Charles Black) where there was 
commitment to quality, attention to detail, respect for the makers (authors, 
illustrators, designers) and for the readers (children), an attempt to balance local 
and international needs, a desire for profit and a firm resolve to have good coffee 
and good fun along the way… (Sheahan-Bright 1999c: 10)  
 

She said this experience 

 
coloured my whole approach to publishing. I’ve been lucky to work alongside 
editors who are more subtle and intelligent than I am. I’ve learnt from my 
colleagues in Allen & Unwin, who approach publishing with a wonderful mixture 
of humour, intelligence, hard work, idealism, pragmatism, respect for people at 
every stage in the process – and a happy knack for making up their own rules. 
I’m influenced by the authors and illustrators who live life with gusto and really 
care about their craft. (Sheahan-Bright 1999c: 10) 

 

Price identified and confronted several challenges, such as the fact that  

 
Australia has a relatively small population and therefore a small local market, 
small print runs and high production costs per book. [Our high standard of living, 
combined with our relatively small printing industry, keeps production costs high.] 
It’s an important market for other English-speaking countries (particularly the UK, 
which traditionally thinks of Australia as part of its own legitimate territory, and the 
USA) so local publishers have to compete with vast numbers of books from 
overseas; as importers we’ve suffered from being too close (culturally) to other 
countries. On the other hand, developing our own export markets is costly, time-
consuming and slow; as exporters we’ve suffered from being too far away. 
(Sheahan-Bright 1999c: 9) 

 

So, like any industry, publishing is at the mercy of national and international economic 

trends:  

 
Some publishing companies are run by accountants, some by publishers; I think 
publishers are better at publishing than accountants are – whether you rate them 
in terms of culture or business. Publishing isn’t just about money – it’s about 
people, ideas, art, and culture as well. If you don’t take care of those things, it’s 
difficult to make the money, but if you don’t take care of the money, you can’t look 
after the people, ideas, etc. Any worthwhile definition of ”businesslike” takes into 
account quality of life and quality of product, as well as quantity of dollars... 
(Sheahan-Bright 1999c: 9-10)  
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Nor did Price believe that personnel employed by multinationals at the time were 

‘different’ or more advantaged than independents, simply because in a small market like 

Australia’s they were bound to operate in similar ways:  

 
A publishing house is only as good as the individuals within it. Most people in 
multinational publishing companies here are Australians with a strong 
commitment to Australian culture, whatever the financial constraints or 
opportunities they face… Independent publishing houses can probably be more 
flexible than big multinationals (less bureaucracy, fewer people involved in 
making the key decisions, less rigid about profit margins, more responsive to 
needs of individual authors and books, etc). But, on the other hand, they may be 
constrained by limited resources, less powerful distribution, etc. (Sheahan-Bright 
1999c: 9-10)  

 

Ironically, the advocacy for the Australian book in the local market resulted in fewer 

overseas books reaching our shores, and so Allen & Unwin in 1995 decided to produce 

a foreign language list in translation. Price believed passionately that such imported titles 

should sit beside local Australian works, not be seen as competition to them. A&U (by 

2003) were the only Australian children’s publisher ‘committed to imported titles…with its 

unique policy of sourcing overseas books and, if necessary, commissioning their 

translation’ (Morrow 2001: 6-9). Price, despite the commercial difficulties and the other 

challenges involved, which included ‘finding informed readers of the originating language 

to act as advisors; sourcing the right translators; and marketing the books without the 

presence of [the] authors [locally]’ (Morrow 2001: 6) was confident of the path she took. 

Using the skills of John Niewenhuizen as translator and his wife, critic Agnes 

Niewenhuizen, as advisor, his translation of Annie Provoost’s Falling was a wonderful 

example of the efficacy of her policy: by 2001 it had sold 13,000 copies and was adopted 

as a [Victorian Certificate of Education] VCE text – a fine example of the balancing act 

between commerce and culture. The project also acted as a reciprocal gesture to those 

overseas publishers who had bought Australian titles from her list, and created a ‘two-

way traffic’ (Niewenhuizen 1998: 8) which was healthier and likely to create a ‘more 

enduring business relationship’ (Niewenhuizen 1998: 8) with them. With the authors 

being absent, the company invested more money in strong covers, again indicating that 

commercial good sense must be allied to risky cultural endeavour. Price said firmly: ‘”I’m 

a great believer in people doing what interests them, as long as they can make it work”’ 

(Niewenhuizen 1998: 8). 
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While determined to produce works of high quality and topical relevance, Allen & Unwin 

was clearly focused on commercial security, too, disproving the myth that independent 

publishers (since 1990) concentrated solely on cultural goals. A&U’s corporate 

philosophy was firmly based on maintaining the cultural and commercial approach which 

made it Australian Publisher of the Year on several occasions. In 2003 its annual 

turnover was $70 million: with $20 million from sales of own publishing, $10 million from 

Australian agencies, and $40 million from overseas agencies. Sales in 2000 were ‘$40 

million…and operating margin above 5% of sales’ (Printing Industries Association 2001: 

43). That output was approximately 5% of sales of Australian originated titles and 8.7% 

of overall publishing sales, according to Bookscan 2002. (A&U had 26% of the whole in 

Quarter 3, 2003 but Harry Potter was responsible for that!) By 2003 A&U was producing 

approximately 250 new Australian titles per year of which 50 titles were for children, and 

43% of its business was represented by Australian titles, with over 1,500 Australian titles 

in its backlist of which 400 are for young people. The company had distribution 

arrangements with the US, UK, Singapore, Hong Kong, Japan, Canada, New Zealand 

and South Africa. Company goals were based on ‘the need to achieve ongoing 

growth’…‘on continuous improvement in the financial performance of its titles’ (Printing 

Industries Association 2001: 43) and that ‘titles should achieve a minimum gross profit 

ratio to sales; each editor has an annual target to achieve in terms of aggregate gross 

profit from his/her list; generally titles are only approved if they satisfy a minimum gross 

profit test’ (Printing Industries Association 2001: 43). One of A&U’s key strategies was to 

confront distribution problems by establishing Alliance Distribution Services (ADS), a 

joint venture with Hodder Headline, which achieved cost savings.  

 

The salient characteristics of Allen & Unwin’s success included: 

 
• being Australian-owned and independent but with strong international 

connections; 

• interest in international publishing rather than a parochial or insular 

approach – imported translated titles, and selling overseas rights for its 

Australian titles;  

• sound business management including agency management – an 

industry report in 2000 noted that the company’s ‘Australian publishing 
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and Australian agency lists accounted for 43% of its total sales in the year 

ended June 2000, the remainder originating from attractive agency lists’ 

(Printing Industries Association 2001: 43) so that, despite the received 

wisdom which promotes the idea that local publishers should publish 

Australian authors primarily, A&U actually derived profits from elsewhere 

as well, and in 2000 the effect of its sales of Harry Potter considerably 

enhanced its ability to publish local titles;  

• creative, innovative, careful and strong editorial control produced an 

eclectic list demonstrating the idiosyncratic and original styles of its 

authors and illustrators; this list ‘predicts’ trends rather than ‘following’ 

them, giving A&U a ‘niche- flavour’. For example, A&U is one of the few 

companies which does not as a rule do ‘series’, although those are one of 

the growth areas in the media-oriented world of publishing; 

• A&U did create a teenage fiction series which had a ‘crossover’ (to adult) 

capacity which offered another market edge; 

• A&U’s translations, offering a more international list, were not echoed by 

any other companies.  

  

During the period, some smaller Australian companies such as Fremantle Arts Centre 

Press, University of Queensland Press, University of Western Australia Press and Koala 

Books 152 also expanded their programs, though not with such visible success, lacking the 

                                                           
152 Fremantle Arts Centre Press (FACP) introduced its Sandcastle Books imprint for children’s 
picture books in 1991, and in 1994 commenced a program of fiction for children/teenagers which 
has assisted with its ability to successfully place titles into schools, notably Tim Winton’s The 
Deep (1998), Warren Flynn’s Gaz series, and Wendy Jenkins’ series on Australian Rules. With 
Ray Coffey as managing editor and publisher, the FACP continued to produce important 
indigenous issue titles, too. In order to sustain these endeavours, like most successful cultural 
presses, it also ventured into commercial publishing which it balanced with its ‘core’ business. 
Commitment to ‘the serious business of literature’ can be seen to be a reflection of the work of its 
staff – Ian Templeman, Ray Coffey, Wendy Jenkins and Clive Newman ‘whose long term 
commitment to the press has been a significant factor in its continuing contribution to Australian 
literary and cultural life.’ Other states and regional publishing enterprises learned from the 
experiences of FACP, whose reputation ensured that it remained a crucial player in the WA, 
Australian and international publishing fields. UWA Press introduced a Cygnets imprint which had 
produced a modest list up to 2003. In 1994 University of Queensland Press purchased the 
backlist of Jam Roll Press, a small independent Brisbane-based company, which had published a 
small range of fiction and picture books since 1990. One of Jam Roll’s directors, Leonie Tyle 
(1955-), became children’s publisher at UQP responsible for all three lists: Jam Roll became the 
picture book imprint of UQP, the YA fiction list grew, and the Storybridge list also grew to include 
more series such as Brian Caswell’s Lisdalia and the Alien Zones series, as well as award-
winning titles by writers who had formerly worked on the YA list. Tyle particularly developed the 
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combination of strengths indicated in the case studies included above. Multinationals, 

too, such as Hodder Headline, Random House, HarperCollins and Pan Macmillan 153 

continued successfully to promote their Australian lists vigorously, by seeking overseas 

sales and by packaging authors in series.  

 

Penguin Books Australia  

                                                                                                                                                                             
genre of verse novels: by Steven Herrick, Catherine Bateson, and Michelle A. Taylor. She 
discovered YA fiction writers, James Roy, Celeste Walters, Anthony Eaton and Julia Holland, and 
published the first Aboriginal YA fiction title, Melissa Lucashenko’s Killing Darcy, Herb Wharton’s 
first work for young people, Yumba Days, and in 2004 was to publish Samuel Wagan Watson’s 
first verse novel. Picture book publishing slowed and the only discovery of the Jam Roll list was 
the highly successful collaborations by Michelle Toft and Alan Sheather. As often occurs with 
smaller publishers, UQP saw a number of its ‘discoveries’, such as James Moloney and Judith 
Clarke, move on to larger publishers. Another local list to expand was Koala Books, a wholly 
Australian-owned independent company, which was purchased by  Gordon Jackson in late 1991. 
Prior to that it was a remaindering company but Jackson’s plans were to ‘publish the best 
children’s books possible’ (Ridge 2000: 8). The list celebrated its tenth anniversary in 2001, and 
as its name denotes, this was a very ‘Australian’ list, specializing in bright, friendly, child-centered 
accessible children’s picture books and books for the under-10s. By 2003, Koala was publishing 
over 70 books a year, with an emphasis on picture books, lift-the-flap and pop-up books, and 
their bestselling chapter books, the Tadpole series. Their strength continued to be in ‘providing 
high-quality’ books for children at competitive prices. Co-editions were their core business while 
their local list continued to grow. Cathie Tasker was Publisher and Marketing Manager, employed 
in 1996 to work on Australian titles after several years of Koala producing overseas titles. She 
created the Tadpole series – non-fiction and fiction titles, or ‘chapter books’ for readers from six-
to-ten-years old, illustrated with mainly black-and-white drawings. Tasker did not ‘believe’ in 
picture books for older readers, and said that it was difficult to find illustrators with her required 
accessible style for younger readers. The list was distributed by Scholastic Australia from 1999 
on, which helped it to grow.   
153 Hodder Headline, under Belinda Bolliger’s (1965-) stewardship from 1993-2004, achieved 
substantial successes with authors such as Libby Hathorn, Garry Disher and Geoffrey 
McSkimming. New authors like Lisa Forrest and Matt Ottley achieved too, with the latter selling 
75,000 copies of What Faust Saw. Natalie Prior’s Lily Quench series of three books was sold to 
the UK, US, Finland and Germany and Lian Hearn’s Across the Nightingale Floor was an 
international publishing phenomenon - written by acclaimed author Gillian Rubinstein using a 
pseudonym, the publishing deal with Hodder Headline UK was said to have involved 6 figures. 
Mark Macleod’s list for Hodder also continued to produce Gretel Killeen, and others. Random 
House under Lynsey Knight went on to produce a range of products until December 2002 when 
Knight left to pursue overseas work. Harper Collins continued in the 1990s with Cook, Tasker and 
Laura Harris. Tasker introduced the innovative Masterpiece series and books such as The Web 
by Nette Hilton before leaving in 1996. Harris became publisher, children’s books and adult 
fiction, until Cook left and she became publisher. In 1999 she left to go to Penguin, and in 2000 
Lisa Berryman became publisher, and by 2004 a particular focus was science fantasy. Pan 
Macmillan (part of Macmillan Australia which opened an Australian branch in 1965) also 
established a children’s list in the 1990s, although despite Macmillan’s educational publishing 
successes there had been only sporadic interest shown in children’s trade publishing previously. 
However, during the late 1980s and early 1990s Macmillan had acquired a number of high profile 
children’s authors – including John Marsden and Morris Gletizman – who were published as part 
of the general list. Then in the early 1990s Pan Macmillan editor Anna MacFarlane was appointed 
their children’s publisher, and on her list several new authors were released, including Juliet 
Marillier, Kate Forsyth and Marcus Zusak.  
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During the period, Penguin Books Australia continued to be one of the most successful 

companies and expanded its local publishing in the 1990s with co-editions and buy-ins. 

By 1993, they were publishing around 50 or 60 titles per year, and moving into ‘new 

markets – film and television, the mass market and nonfiction for example’ (Watts 1994a: 

258). Since the 1980s, the scene had changed so much that Watts remarked in 1993 

that ‘the market for traditional hardcover novels here is all but dead’ (Watts 1994a: 260). 

She also commented on the influence of the media and said that ‘two things’ were 

happening in response to it, the first being  

 
the proliferation of non-traditional books: film and TV spin-offs, board books, 
padded books, squeaky books, smelly books… This is instant gratification at 
work both for the producer and the consumer. Go in big and get out quick. Here 
today, gone tomorrow. (Watts 1994a: 261)  

 

The other thing was ‘the boom in high quality information books, and these would 

appear, at this stage to have a much longer life’ (Watts 1994a: 262). Significantly Watts 

commented that the ground-breaking company in this area was Dorling Kindersley (DK) 
154 whose catering for this niche market in children’s publishing was later incorporated 

when DK became part of the Pearson stable. Watts highlighted the problem confronted 

by an Australian company wanting to compete in the information market by pointing to 

the fact that the large print runs necessary to justify the costs are impossible for an 

Australian publisher since it’s unlikely that the 50,000-150,000 copies necessary would 

sell in an international market – ‘there simply isn’t that much interest in Australia’ (Watts 

1994a: 262). However, Penguin did confront the demand for nonfiction with less 

ambitious projects in order to ‘test the market’ – by publishing Australian editions of the 

Picture Puffin Fact Book Series and by buying titles from Lothian and Hill of Content’s 

series illustrated by Robert Ingpen (Watts 1994a: 263). 

 

Penguin’s ability to ‘use’ commercial influences to sell high quality products was 

suggested by these statements, and also by the contents of their list throughout the 

1990s. For example, there was a growth in series publishing: Penguin expanded the 

                                                           
154 Which was co-founded in the mid-1970s by Peter Kindersley. From 1982, the company that 
began as a book packager built a reputation as a publisher of unique nonfiction books, noted for 
their innovative design and exquisite color reproduction. ‘The money goes on the page… You 
walk into any DK office, and there is no beautiful reception…Each one of the books is a little 
team… Each team is dedicated to just one book for a period of time’ (Goldenberg 1992: 302). 
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Aussie Bites and Aussie Nibbles series (which used quality writers) and sold them to the 

consumer in highly palatable formats, and also introduced an Aussie Bites Kids Club 

Online in 2001. Other serialized publishing experiments included the Jennings/Gleitzman 

collaborations in the Wicked! and Deadly! series which used anew the Dickensian trick 

of serializing parts of a novel, and produced a set of innovative and successful texts. 

Hard-hitting teenage titles such as Melina Marchetta’s Looking for Alibrandi (1993), 

Judith Clarke’s Night Train (1999), Phillip Gwynne’s Deadly Unna? (1998) and Nukkin 

Ya (2000), David Metzenthen’s Stony Heart Country (1999) and Ian Bone’s Song of an 

Innocent Bystander (2002) continued to represent one of the Penguin list’s staples – 

insightful social commentary in a literary form suitable for high school and older readers. 

Penguin expanded its list because, as Watts remarked, it simply had to: ‘Nowadays 

Australian paperback rights are no longer an option for us – all the Australian publishers 

are doing their own paperbacks now’ (Watts 1994a: 263). One further innovation at 

Penguin was to explore the work of new science fiction and fantasy authors – Richard 

Harland, Alison Croggan, and Ian Irvine. Laura Harris (Penguin Children’s Publisher from 

1999) comments that in the 1980s it was hard taking on new fantasy writers like Isobelle 

Carmody [which Kay Ronai did at the time] –  she took the risk and prepared the ground 

for the successes which came later. ‘Societies change and in recent years I think we've 

seen a resurgence of interest in fantasy. At the same time we’ve got all these good 

writers coming out with this [type of work] and we’re able to meet that need’ (Sheahan-

Bright, Interview with Laura Harris and Julie Watts, 15 November 2000).  

 

Harris also remarked on the need to target promotions, ‘in the education market … 

teachers need a lot more help in selecting books.  So we are actually becoming more 

and more active in that way all the time via our education sales department. My feeling is 

that the sales will be picking up again in the education sector, because of [the] kind of 

help we're giving them’ and Watts added that ‘people want more than a brochure or 

walking into a bookstore…I think teachers want to marry their type of students with the 

right type of book.’ (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Laura Harris and Julie Watts, 15 

November 2000). Penguin’s website presence and production of teaching materials 

reflect both this need, and an awareness that kids are doing their own selections now as 

well, and want to engage with a website which is user-friendly.    
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Penguin also marketed successfully to their UK parent company, and in 1993 sold 54% 

of their Australian titles to them (though their US sister company took only 13%).  

 
Australian titles receive consistently good reviews [internationally] – witness the 
response to Robin Klein, Paul Jennings, Allan Baillie, Pamela Allen, Ruth 
Park…When our sister companies…decide they are going to take one of our 
titles…Our costing nightmares are over…We regularly publish Robin Klein, 
Pamela Allen and Ursula Dubosarsky in this way. (Watts 1994b: 5) 

 

Marketing at Bologna decreased costs but could also lead to problems in terms of the 

‘translation’ of a book – even into another English-language market. The compromises 

ranged from changing words to altering content and illustrations – even local Australian 

climactic conditions sometimes had to be changed since US readers might have been 

‘confused’ by such differences. Nevertheless, Watts believes that:  

 
Though our exported kookaburra may look a little different from the real thing, if 
just a part of its unique personality and distinctive voice captures the imagination 
of just a few people around the world then surely that’s only the beginning. 
(Watts 1994b: 15) 

 

In 1999, Erica Irving left and that year, Julie Watts became Executive Publisher and 

Laura Harris Publisher, Books for Children and Young Adults. Of her role, Harris said 

that   

 
with over 80 titles a year being produced by our team, it’s a significant slice of the 
children’s books produced in this country. Add to that, an open door policy on 
unsolicited manuscripts, and you increase significantly the number of stories 
being processed by us. (Harris 2000: 3)  

 

In 2003 Harris indicated that ‘fewer than 10 percent of [Penguin’s] Australian list titles 

were “buy-ins”’. Watts put their success down to a number of factors, including their 

ability to predict trends: ‘[H]aving been in this business so long, we have developed good 

antennae for what is going to be the next thing. The idea is to get there first, of course!’ 

(Sheahan-Bright, Email Interview, Watts 1999) Watts indicated particularly that the 

Penguin team had to be passionate about a book, not just sure of its likely sales: ‘If it 

excites us, if it has us “jumping up and down”, then whatever kind of book it is, we must 

“give it a go”. That’s the Australian way’ (Watts 1994a: 264). 
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Ironically, as publisher in a large multinational company, Watts worried about Australian 

books facing market difficulties overseas:  

 
The kookaburra could be a symbol for the Australian book or the Australian 
author or illustrator. It is indigenous to Australia, it is large and bold and proud. It 
has its own very distinctive personality and a totally unique voice. It certainly has 
an awful lot to say! Its uniqueness is what makes it attractive – exotic, even; and 
yet it is virtually unknown overseas. Although…people do want to find out more 
about us…the last unknown frontier waiting to be discovered. On the one hand 
this uniqueness is our strength, for nowhere else in the world will you find a book 
written like Baily’s Bones. But on the other hand, our uniqueness is the problem. 
Because if so much that is Australian is unfamiliar, even alien, for overseas 
readers, are our books therefore too foreign and inaccessible for them to be 
enjoyed? And if so, how much should Australian writers, illustrators and 
publishers be expected to compromise – to Anglicize, to Americanize, to make 
bland, perhaps – in order to secure overseas publication? (Watts 1994b: 2-3)  

 

It seems clear that Penguin Books Australia was successful during the period because 

of a commitment to both commercial and cultural relevance. It ‘successfully blended its 

emphasis on sound commercial performance with its commitment to high quality creative 

publishing’ (Printing Industries Association of Australia 2001: 50) in producing a strong 

Australian list despite its international ownership. In spite of it being a foreign-owned 

public company ranked number 1409 out of the top 2000 companies in Australia 

(Ibisworld 2003), its corporate philosophy was, from its beginning an Australian list in 

1963, based on a recognition that Australian talents must contribute to its concern for 

innovation and marketability. The company’s overall figures (Penguin Books Australia 

2003) showed that its annual turnover in 2003 was $100 million; it had 300 employees, 

and its output was approximately 10% of overall Australian book publishing (with 12,000 

titles and 8,000,000 copies stocked in its warehouse). In the new millennium it was 

producing around 200 new Australian titles per year, of which 85 were for children, and 

43% of its business was represented by Australian titles, with over 1,500 Australian titles 

in its backlist of which 500 were for young people. 

 

The Penguin company goals were in 2001 cited as:  

 
[to] achieve, year on year, double digit growth on both the top and bottom lines 
and through the period 1997-2000 this goal was achieved… However, the 
company is reporting difficulties in achieving its growth goals in 2001. A second 
goal is to position the company as a balanced, “one-stop shop”, in the sense that 
it focuses on the following: adult and children’s markets; paperback and 
hardback formats; frontlist and backlist; independent bookshops and chains; 
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trade bookshop and the education markets; providing a full range of services to 
its internal customers and to its third party publisher clients, including sales, 
distribution, credit control and IT. (Printing Industries Association 2001: 50)  

 

Penguin, like Allen & Unwin, was aiming to improve its distribution by  

 
building a new state of the art computer driven distribution centre… Distribution 
will then sit alongside Penguin’s sales and marketing strength, to provide third 
party publisher clients with a viable option when examining their own non-core 
business activities. (Printing industries Association 2001: 50-51) 

 

The salient characteristics of Penguin Books’ success included:  

 
• brand recognition – Penguin and Puffin logos are among the most 

recognizable and Penguin’s establishment as the ground-breaking 

paperback imprint has remained a significant feature in terms of buyer 

acceptance…it also owns the major imprints: Hamish Hamilton, Michael 

Joseph, Viking, Puffin, Penguin, Frederick Warne, and Ladybird; 

• the company produced a strong Australian list and identity (despite its 

international ownership) by nurturing Australian creators, and this was 

derived partly from its having developed a strong relationship with 

Australian schools and libraries cemented via promotional activities such 

as its book clubs, teachers’ materials and website presence;  

• the company benefits from being able to draw on significant profits from 

overseas product;  

• it sets trends in publishing output, for example, the 1970s picture books, 

1980s early YA fiction and the discovery of Paul Jennings, the 1990s 
creation of series (such as Aussie Bites) and the creation of literary 

bestsellers such as Looking for Alibrandi. 

 

 

Scholastic Australia 
 

During the period 1990-2003, one of the most revealing influences in terms of future 

projections was Ashton Scholastic, later Scholastic Australia. Its ownership included 

magazines, book clubs, trade lists and book fairs, and it was augmented, by its 

acquisition of Omnibus and Margaret Hamilton books, to make it the ‘sixth-biggest book 
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publisher’ (Hely 1998: 19) in Australia. In 1990, with its Bookshelf Reading Program 

(launched in 1986) sales up by 45% over the 1980s figures, Scholastic purchased M & 

M Educational Suppliers Inc, and then Sunshine Book Fairs. In January 1991 a further 

acquisition was made of another enterprise, Bookshelf from Horwitz Graham, and 

Bookshelf Publishing Australia Ltd. was formed. In February 1991 ‘major competition’ to 

Book Club was launched by Troll, a Book Club enterprise founded in Canada. Despite 

this, Book Club achieved 20% increase in sales, and in April the most successful new 

publisher of the 1980s – Omnibus Books – joined the group. Scholastic also signed a 

contract with ABC to distribute its materials in schools. In 1993 it celebrated 25 years in 

Australia with a grand dinner attended by Dick Robinson(1937-) [the son of the founder 

of Scholastic Maurice R. Robinson, and current President of the parent company]  at 

which Harold Mathews (who had joined the company in 1971) spoke on behalf of staff. 

That year M & M Educational Suppliers was sold and Australian Standing Orders 

commenced as part of Scholastic. It went on to become another highly successful part of 

the Scholastic empire. Australian Standing Orders (ASO) marked its tenth anniversary 

as part of Scholastic in 2000 – a key Scholastic business that was the previous year 

named the D.W. Thorpe Schools Bookseller of the Year. ASO is a continuity (or 

subscription) service to school libraries offering the best new releases from all 

publishers. ASO Manager, Ron McCarthy explained,  

 
We select from books on offer and these are sent out with reviews and teacher 
notes. They are sent obligation free and freight free, so the librarians can decide 
what to keep and can then easily send the rest back. (McCarthy quoted in 
Scholastic publicity material). 

 

This Scholastic business marketed to three broad groups: high school, primary and pre-

school. Staff at ASO selected books that appealed to each group, after reading many 

potential titles. Four to six titles for primary and six to eight titles for secondary were 

chosen for each of the eight Standing Orders per year, with pre-schools receiving four 

selections per year containing about four books. McCarthy often made a decision about 

a title as early as six months before publication and was known to make decisions on the 

roughest of storyboards and once even on just an idea! Each selection was sent to the 

schools on approval with reply-paid labels which librarians utilized to send back returns. 

‘Although the whole process is an approval service, a large percentage of our customers 

pre-pay at the beginning of the year and receive the books as subscription customers’. 

(McCarthy quoted in Scholastic publicity material). 
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In 1978 Scholastic Australia acquired Oldmeadow Booksellers and Dromkeen, the 

Museum of Australian Children’s Literature which the Oldmeadows had established in 

1973.   During 1979, Dromkeen bookshop manager Darren Ryan had introduced the 

concept of a Standing Order, which involved obtaining early samples from overseas 

publishers and forward titles that would appeal to librarians. Back then, there was a 

client base of around 35 librarians who all had close associations with Dromkeen. Neil 

McCarthy took over the position of Dromkeen bookshop manager in 1984 and continued 

to grow the service until he resigned in 1987, by which time there were about 60 schools 

subscribing to the service. In 1987 Standing Orders was relocated from Dromkeen to 

Oldmeadow Bookshop at Heidelberg, and a selection committee was formed to choose 

titles and create more comprehensive teacher notes. During 1987 Neil McCarthy moved 

to Queensland to take up a position with M & M Educational Suppliers, a company 

owned by ex-Victorian teachers Ron and Jan McCarthy, which was also purchased by 

Scholastic in 1990. Jan and Neil began the M & M Standing Order Club in 1991 serving 

only Queensland primary schools, which by 1992 grew to 500 schools and in 1993, the 

service was extended to preschools and secondary schools and expanded to 900 

clients. M & M was sold in 1993 and, under the guidance of Jan McCarthy, the Standing 

Order component was relocated from the Sunshine Coast, Queensland to Brisbane 

(1994) and adopted the name ‘Australian Standing Orders’. The coverage grew to 

include the Northern Territory, Western Australia, and New South Wales; and the client 

base that year reached 2800. At the end of 1994, Oldmeadows Booksellers ceased 

operations and Kaye Keck (daughter of Joyce and Court Oldmeadow) advised her 

clients in Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania that ASO would provide a national 

service. A further 500 clients from these states joined their numbers for the 1995 year 

bringing the total to 4750. 1996 saw the relocation of ASO to the new warehouse and 

offices in Cooroy, Queensland and in 1997, ASO was introduced to New Zealand. By 

1998, the number of schools receiving ASO reached 7000. ASO was judged 'Australian 

Bookseller of the Year' in 1999. Between 1999 and 2003 they grew even stronger as 

publishers became more dependent on sales to ASO in order to increase their print runs 

and lower costs.  

 

ASO has aroused controversial comment and been criticized by authors and illustrators 

such as Peter Gouldthorpe, for the low rates of royalties attached to its purchase of titles 

 274



from Australian publishers and for destroying potential retail sales at standard royalties. 

However, Brian Mitchell, of Lothian Books, suggested that publishers could not ignore 

non-traditional outlets like ASO, because, authors and publishers set out to produce  

 
a really good book of the highest quality to be read by a target audience… And 
the target audience might be children three to four, or preschool or whatever. So 
if you think: How can we get as many copies published as we can that will sell? 
That means we as a company stay solvent, and can introduce more books and 
pay more royalties and get more authors or whatever… And to do that we want 
the books to be in a climate where they have a greater chance of selling and 
being read than in other circumstances. Put them into a grand standing orders is 
the best thing you can do. Because they go into a school environment where 
they’re bought to be read…we get the books to the target audience. So despite 
the high margin that we have to pay we sell through to people who really read the 
book. (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Brian Mitchell, 2000) 

 

Mitchell challenged those who suggest that booksellers deserve the publisher’s primary 

consideration, for despite their common objectives, bookshops’ ‘total purchase might be 

2,000 copies [and] they buy on a sell and return basis. So that's okay. But then again 

they could all come back… So, standing orders – what they buy is for sale…’ (Sheahan-

Bright, Interview with Brian Mitchell, 2000). This view, however, was not shared by 

everyone in the industry, some of whom felt that ASO had, later in the period, taken a 

more intrusive role in determining what could be published by the publishers whose 

books it took on its standing orders.  

 

Nevertheless, it is indisputable that Scholastic played an important role in the industry in 

the period, and presumptions that it sold primarily mass or imported product are denied 

by its output. For example, the 1995 CBCA Awards Shortlist boasted seven Scholastic 

titles including those of Omnibus Books which it bought outright that year. (Scholastic 

management’s ‘taste’ for high quality publishing was further evinced in 1997 when 

Margaret Hamilton Books joined the company.) In the 90s, Scholastic predicted the 

direction in which publishing would head. The trends prevalent in 2003 were all evinced 

in Scholastic’s previous decade of activity: basically ‘mass marketing’ approaches rather 

than ‘library-oriented’ approaches, despite the anomaly that Ashton by its own admission 

had been successful because it became part of the school culture in every country it 

invested in. Nevertheless, the company engaged in practices which had more similarities 

with those of other mass market multinational conglomerates: vertical integration of its 

media properties; niche marketing (e.g. book clubs and targeted marketing to specific 
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age groups); sales through non-traditional outlets; cross-merchandising and joint food 

promotions (e.g. Goosebumps); internet sales and promotions; and value-added 

incentives (Sheahan-Bright 1999: 10-13).  

 

In the period, Scholastic was very different to the other companies surveyed here in that: 

its program was only for children, which gave it the advantage of focusing on a more 

limited target market area; it had a huge multimedia and educational focus; and it was 

part of an enormous multinational which operated in many countries. As a foreign-owned 

proprietary company, it was ranked 1602 out of the top 2000 companies in Australia 

(Ibisworld 2003), and was the largest publisher of children’s English titles here and 

overseas. It shared some similarities with the other three publishers under consideration 

here in that it operated from a mixture of commercial and cultural principles. Many of 

Scholastic’s enterprises were not calculated to raise revenue (e.g. Dromkeen Museum), 

despite concerns about its monopolistic practices. Its corporate philosophy and goals are 

 
based on a strong commitment to children and education…access to the highest 
quality literature and learning materials…and a strong and continuing tradition of 
commitment to the Australian children’s book industry. (Scholastic Australia 
2004)  

 

In Australia in 2003 Scholastic’s annual turnover was almost $83 million; it had nearly 

500 employees and its output was approximately 5% of overall Australian book 

publishing. It produced approximately 100 new Australian titles per year and 40% of its 

business was represented by Australian titles, with between 3000-4000 Australian titles 

in its backlist. Apart from its many other enterprises, it operated three trade imprints - 

Omnibus Books, Margaret Hamilton Books and Scholastic Press – and distributed 

others, such as Koala Books. Its distribution in other countries was aided by the 

presence of many other national branches, worldwide.  

 

The salient characteristics of Scholastic’s success (which were allied to its US parent 

company’s success) included:   

 
(i) staff loyalty of the Australian company was just as notable as that in the 

establishment of the US parent. The company behaved here (as in other 

countries) as if it were a family-owned and ‘local’ operation. Myra Lee, Book Club 

Manager from 1970 and subsequently a part-time employee, commented on a 
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visit by the overseas founder, M.R. Robinson: ‘He called everyone by name! He 

not only greeted them like that, he asked them how their children were. My mouth 

just dropped open. Because it wasn’t a small company then’ (Sheahan-Bright, 

Interview with Myra Lee, 2000). Company headquarters at Lisarow included a 

huge staff area, tennis court and facilities for staff functions and fundraising 

activities. Staff turnover here was small, with senior members of staff such as 

Myra Lee, Ken Jolly (Managing Director), Leonie Sweeney (Corporate 

Communications Manager) and Bob Bateman (Director of Finance and 

Information Technology) staying with the company for three decades and David 

Harris (Manager Trade Division and Book Group Publisher) for seventeen, 

retiring in late 2002, to be succeeded by Andrew Berkhut in 2003. Charitable 

causes and the company’s foundation support for the CBCA cemented the notion 

of it being founded on an ethos which could be summarized as ‘a company that 

cares’; 

(ii) relations with the US parent were close, nevertheless Scholastic Australia 

was autonomous in that though it was offered books by the US, it had its own 

editorial independence:  

 
We get first right of refusal. If we don’t want to buy it…they can sell it to 
someone else if they want to… There’s no pressure, yes, sometimes 
there is pressure to use a book and that’s why we fight. They do not and 
cannot say to us you are using that book whether you like it or not… 
(Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Myra Lee, 2000) 

 

Similarly in other countries’ branches:   

 
they allow India to do…their own publishing… And the company will be all 
the richer for that… Same with Mexico…and also all the Spanish that they 
do… Same with the French and Canada… [W]hat about New Zealand’s 
publishing? I mean, they’re doing masses of stuff now, for the Maori 
population… Now, basically that tiny little country with no market at all 
and no chance of selling that anywhere else… But they’re doing it. So, 
that shows you the independence. (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Leonie 
Sweeney, 2000);  

(iii) the company’s niche market ownership, in its close ties with schools, was its 

strongest asset. Founder, M.R. Robinson, put it plainly: 

 
I was convinced I knew the reasons for the demise of the privately 
published juvenile magazines. I firmly believed they failed because, with 
the exception of library subscriptions, the selling and renewing of single 

 277



subscriptions in smaller families and thus for only a couple of years, was 
economically unsound. I saw the solution in the school buildings of the 
country, which year after year furnished a new mass enrollment freshly 
renewing the market. The solution: Win the support of teachers and 
school administrators by demonstrating that a carefully edited magazine 
can be an effective teaching tool and can update and supplement 
textbooks, especially in the curriculum areas where the rush of human 
events and new inventions and discoveries invalidated many texts. One 
teacher meeting four or five classes a day was a prospect for 100 or more 
subscriptions – one bill, one renewal, a shipment in bulk to the school 
instead of 100 invoices and 100 individual wrappers. (Lippert 1979: 509);  

(iv) a facet of the company’s strong ownership of its niche market was its 

limitations:  

 
We only publish books for kids which are for three to fourteen…we don’t 
even do YA…we’re absolutely limited, we’re totally focused, but within 
that very limited market we do it all. We just do all of that. I really think 
that that’s why we’re successful because we’re so focused. We’re not 
being distracted by…the big adult books with the big budgets. Our 
budgets are spent on the children’s books… And I know in other houses 
the children’s books have to fight…for some recognition… We are unique 
in that we are so narrowly focussed’ (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with 
Leonie Sweeney 2000).  

 

Jane Covernton, co-founder of Omnibus, agreed that ‘one of the attractions of 

Scholastic is that it is purely a children’s book publisher and its books do not 

have to compete with adult lists within the company’ (Hely 1998: 20). In order to 

further its school bonds, Scholastic Australia recruited schools personnel like 

Leonie Sweeney, who joined in 1971, having taught in New Zealand where she 

trialed Scholastic materials, and who later took on the role of Corporate 

Communications Manager; 

(v) the company read its niche market carefully, only diversifying where it 

recognized either a ‘gap’ or a market suited to company skills and assets. It did 

not, for example, venture into the teenage market with its clubs because of:  

 
Two things… It’s hard to get enough books to feed that market, if you 
were going to put a book club in for teenagers... At the same time as 
you’ve got more limited books to use, you’ve got a much wider range of 
interests to cater for, and so the two things sort of go in two different 
directions, children who are branching out into reading adult books are 
either…following their interest into magazines, or they just jump right over 
YA and a lot of kids are doing that these days…and are going straight into 
adult books... It almost becomes impossible. Whereas way back thirty 
years ago, it wasn’t as impossible…the only problem then years ago [that] 
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remains today is that very different structure in a secondary school, where 
there isn’t a classroom teacher…so that was the only difficulty in getting 
the books into secondary schools. But today, I don’t think it would be 
possible… Who could put together a teenage list that would cater widely 
enough for their vastly wide range of interests, and reading habits and 
styles? (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Leonie Sweeney 2000)   

 

The company’s astute devotion to school success made its increasingly strong 

forays into the trade market worth watching closely. The decline of the library 

market coupled with the new trade market attractions in the growth of non-

traditional book buying outlets and discounting, coupled with the synergies 

possible in the marketing of formerly unrelated properties and products, were 

recognized by Scholastic, a company which has rarely made a mistake in the 

choice of new enterprises; 

(vi) the company’s market share was secured by monopolistic practices founded 

upon idealistic belief in product. The US founding company’s sense of honour 

amongst colleagues, and pride in its products, was also one of the Australian 

company’s strongest assets, and these fueled Scholastic’s close bonds with its 

many partners in the publishing industry. It respected and learned from its 

competitors and often ‘incorporated’ their successes in its practices:  

 
[W]e’re unique because we are publishers in our own right, but we also 
represent all of the other publishers…so we have a very close and good 
working relationship with…basically…our competitors… We are the 
biggest customers of our competitors, so that we can…we can do quite 
extraordinary things…we’ve got thirty-five years of reputation…there has 
never ever been a case against us. Not even a query…not even a 
quibble…and they…are giving directly into the hands of their competitor, 
their whole list. Their next year’s publishing program… (Sheahan-Bright, 
Interview with Leonie Sweeney 2000) 

 

The complexities embedded in these statements are worthy of further 

exploration; it may be sufficient to say that the company worked closely with its 

competitors only to the extent that it ensured that none of them produced a 

product which was in danger of jeopardizing the market for any Scholastic 

product. Evidence of this was amply provided by the fact that with its purchase of 

both Omnibus Books and Margaret Hamilton Books, the company was able to 

produce a large trade list while being ‘camouflaged’ in the CBCA summary of 

Notable Books statistics for 2002. Where Scholastic proposed a modest 11 titles, 
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Omnibus submitted 24, and Margaret Hamilton Books a further 9 titles, making 

Scholastic’s overall number of trade books submitted 44. This can be compared 

with the numbers entered by the other companies surveyed in this chapter – 

Penguin (46); Allen & Unwin (28); Lothian (26); Omnibus (24) (CBCA Notable 

Australian Children’s Books 2002: 2). Further compare this to the same statistics 

in 1998 and Scholastic’s strategies are clear. For that year the company 

submitted 35 titles, Omnibus only 15, and Margaret Hamilton was not even listed 

as a prolific publisher (CBCA, Notable Australian Children’s Books, 1998: 2). 

Scholastic is a company which recognizes quality and talent but also ensures 

that the relationships it forms are beneficial in both cultural and commercial 

terms. 

(vii) the Australian company adopted Scholastic Inc.’s editorial credo in 

continuing to generate quality products of appeal to children’s contemporary and 

local needs by expanding and responding to its markets with risky new ventures 

and enterprises. Its 2002 addition of web-base learning tools and its expansion of 

its multimedia presence were concrete examples of its careful market research.  

 
Since 2001, Scholastic Australia has been involved in a total 
transformation of its information system – known as the Foundation 
Project – which is designed to improve business performance, enable 
better links with suppliers and customers, and create a seamless supply 
chain. Jolly says his goal is for a 24-hour turnaround of orders and 
superior “just-in-time” into warehouse supply. (Rapee 2003: 7)  
 

 

Scholastic provides a fascinating example of global publishing acuity at work, evincing 

many of the factors which bemuse publishing researchers. While its staff displayed a 

passionate commitment to introducing children to reading, it was also a mass market 

company which offered all the incentives which entice people to buy products like 

cereals and toilet paper. If we are to understand children’s publishing, it is far more 

productive to analyze the secrets of Scholastic’s successes than to rail against 

multinationals and to bemoan their perceived ‘strangle-hold’ on Australian book culture. 

Scholastic successfully marketed books into country schools; it introduced thousands of 

children to reading in regional and socio-economic environs where the habit of either 

bookshop browsing or library borrowing was not an option; it regularly sponsored causes 

and functions such as the CBCA conference. This is old Carnegie-style philanthropy 

mixed with business interest at its best, or at least, at its most interesting. The company 
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is unique in combining a totally school-library based focus with mass marketing 

techniques. While other companies have been successful with one or the other, few 

have managed to create such a bond with educators while also creating trade and mass 

market publishing lists. Add to this the fact that Scholastic deployed ‘mass media’ 

techniques in schools – value-added incentives such as teaching materials and 

giveaways, discounting, book club sales – each of these trialled carefully and 

implemented. If a purchase is made, Scholastic does not overhaul it but maintains its 

good features: ‘If it ain’t broke, why fix it?’ (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Leonie 

Sweeney 2000). In view of the gradual decline in the library market, Scholastic Australia 

provides a model which offers an enlightening ‘educational’ experience. Jane Covernton 

of Working Title Press put it simply:  

 
Scholastic is the biggest player in the Australian children’s book market. Its reach 
to readers in schools, through direct sales as well as the trade is huge. No other 
children’s book publisher/distributor can compete with them. (Sheahan-Bright, 
2004)   
 

 

At the end of the 1990s and early in the twenty-first century it is tempting to speculate 

that more publishers might follow Scholastic’s lead in developing similar strategies, 

operating on principles demonstrated by multinationals – those of synergy and 

convergence – despite biased criticism which has suggested that ‘Children’s publishing 

will have increasingly to resist the out-dated and inappropriate structures of the huge, 

multi-national conglomerates which swallowed up so many imprints in the 1980s and 

1990s’ (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 38). It is dangerous to assume that all multinationals 

operate in culturally ‘inappropriate’ fashions, since, as observed in this chapter, at least 

two companies in Australia – Penguin and Scholastic – have adapted their skills expertly 

to their environment and have considerably advanced Australian publishing. Moreover, it 

is also a false premise to assume that the following of trends will bring about success. 

Allen & Unwin is a spectacular example of how an unconventional nose for excellence 

will produce both publishing success and critical reputation. And it is another false 

premise that a larger independent like A&U, or a smaller one like Lothian, would 

concentrate all its energies on publishing local materials or would reap all its profits from 

them. Table D. shows how, despite their differences in size, each of the companies 

profiled here has contributed to the Australian market.  
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TABLE D. CASE STUDY ANALYSIS 2003 
Company  Ownership Annual 

Turnover 
Staff-
ing 
Level 

Titles 
Published 
per Year 

% of Overall 
Australian 
Market 
Share  

% of 
Busi-
ness 
Austral-
ian 

Australian 
Backlist 

Allen & 
Unwin 

Independent 
Australian  

$70 Million 
($20 million 
from its own 
publishing; 
$10 million 
from 
Australian 
agencies; and 
$40 million 
from overseas 
agencies)  

100 250 with 
50 being 
for 
children 
and YA 

5% 
(Australian 
originated 
titles and 
8.7% overall 
(Bookscan 
2002) 
(26% in 
Quarter 3, 
2003 but 
Harry Potter 
was 
responsible 
for that!) 

43%   1500 titles 
with 400 
being for 
children 
and YA  

Lothian 
Books 

Independent 
Australian 

Less than 
$10 Million 

22 110 with 
55 being 
for 
children 
and YA 

3-4% 
(excluding 
educational, 
professional 
and 
academic 
books) 

90% 
(the 
balance 
from 
imported 
agenc-
ies)  

600 with 
350 being 
for children 
and YA   

Penguin 
Books 
Australia 

Pearson 
International  

$100 million 300 
 

200 with 
85 being 
for 
children 
and YA 

10% 43% 1500 with 
500 being 
for children 
and YA  

Scholastic 
Books 
Australia 

Scholastic US $83 million  Over 
500 

100, all for 
children 

5% Approx 
40% 

3000-4000 

 
Sources: Figures supplied by individual publishers including: Leonie Sweeney, Scholastic; Peter 
Lothian, Lothian Books; Liz Bray, Allen & Unwin; and Laura Harris, Penguin Books Australia, and 
are also taken from: Scholastic Australia website www.scholastic.com.au; Penguin Books 
Australia website www.penguin.com.au; Allen and Unwin website www.allenandunwin.com; 
Lothian Books website www.lothian.com.au; and Ibisworld Company Profile 
www.ibisworld.com.au. 
 

 282

http://www.scholastic.com.au/
http://www.penguin.com.au/
http://www.ibisworld.com.au/


Declining Institutional Power 
 

The preceding analysis of the period clearly shows the major factor of institutional 

decline; as the mass market trade grew to be more significant, the library-based or 

institutional markets became less certain. The demand for multimedia coupled with 

changes in learning and staffing of learning institutions altered the children’s 

marketplace. Libraries were increasingly beset by greater costs, contributed to by the 

highly competitive cost demands of technology and by declining budgets and buying 

power. Erica Irving (Wagner) remarked in 1999: ‘The bread and butter market for 

children’s books is still libraries, schools and institutions. That has always been so and I 

think will always be so – it's because schools are where most children have most of their 

contact with books.’ But she qualified this by admitting: 

 
The fall in sales can be attributed to school closures and budget cuts and schools 
needing to spend more in other areas. Hopefully, with all the talk of literacy, 
someone will realize that this means books and schools will be given a more 
reasonable book budget. To deal with the falling institutional sales, I think we 
have seen some confused publishing as publishers try to come up with the next 
fad. I may be digging my own grave here, but I think children will always find and 
enjoy the books they need at the times they need them… In short – [the] library 
market gives a certain predictable number of sales, trade is less predictable but 
can have spectacular successes, usually with mass market series or books with 
mass appeal for those families who only buy 2 or 3 books a year. (Sheahan-
Bright 2000a: 4-9)  

 

During the period, schools became even less like the new frontiers they once were, and 

as Macleod remarked in 1996, there were many signs that this market ‘may have been 

over-supplied…a system which has worked well until now to bring children and books 

together is looking tired and publishers are being forced to look elsewhere’ (Macleod 

1998b: 60). Publishers had to work harder to attract school sales, too, since often 

teachers were unfamiliar with the literature and needed special introduction sessions to 

encourage them to include new Australian titles in their curriculum. In 2000 Laura Harris 

at Penguin said:  

 
Teachers need a lot more help in selecting books. So we are actually becoming 
more and more active in that way…by our education sales department… My 
feeling is that the sales will be picking up again in the education sector, because 
of this kind of help we’re giving them. Promoting our books that way actually in 
giving practical advice in how to use the book and [them] telling us how it fits with 
the curriculum. On these evenings…we have authors come and speak and so 
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even though they've had all the budget cuts and everything if we can keep 
beavering away like that… (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Laura Harris and Julie 
Watts 2000)  

 

And Julie Watts added: 

 
My perception is too that those people want more than a brochure or walking into 
a bookstore or reading about what might be appropriate for them. I think teachers 
want to marry their type of students with the right type of book. (Sheahan-Bright, 
Interview with Laura Harris and Julie Watts 2000)  

 

In short, publishers began adopting ‘niche’ marketing strategies in an uncertain 

marketplace characterized by declining institutional support, and in response to the 

target audiences they identified. Because of social changes and the economic difficulties 

of targeting an amorphous mass market audience, many publishers resorted to 

developing product lines for specific interests. Hence the increased growth in series, lists 

targeting particular users, book clubs and book fairs. Niches also drove the success of 

several boutique-style publishers who serviced needs and interests such as those of 

culturally diverse audiences. These audiences supported the entry of companies not 

focused on children’s publishing, but which viewed it as an important part of their 

publishing ‘mix’. For example, Era Publications continued to develop its special services 

for the educational market but to perform well in the trade too. The company won the 

CBCA award for Gary Crew and Steven Woolman’s The Watertower in 1995. They 

worked on new electronic media and developed ‘several prototype CD-Roms on their 

own titles’ (Van Putten 1996: 18), regarding this as necessary R&D. Co-Director, Rod 

Martin, said: ‘There is always room in publishing for exciting, innovative content. No-one 

has a mortgage on good ideas that are well-executed into content that appeals to the 

audience’ (Van Putten 1996: 18).  

 

Niche Markets  
  
Another change in the marketplace was the entry of companies not primarily focused on 

making books, who recognized niches and targeted them with a ‘range’ of products. One 

such company was Steve Parish Publishing, established in 1985 by photographer Steve 

Parish who had spent several years travelling extensively, and realized that there was a 

‘gap’ in the market for those wishing to take something of their Australian experiences 

home from their travels. He began with wildlife posters, and from that developed an 
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understanding of the publishing and wholesaling processes. The list expanded into cards 

and books, a sales team was hired, and within eighteen months it had established a 

presence in every state. 155 In 1994 Steve Parish began its children’s books with its first 

major children’s range Connect a Child to Nature™ – a runaway success. In 1996 it 

launched Australia’s first major Australian natural history educational library, the 

Discover & Learn About Australia™ (D&L) collection. Designed for 8-15 year olds, it was 

‘taken to heart by the Australian public’ and has exceeded $14,000,000 in retail sales. 

With the D&L range being constantly updated, the company launched NatureKids™ for 

children aged from 0 to 7, in 1999. By 2003, Steve Parish products were accessed by 15 

million people annually; its website claims the company to be the best known publisher 

in Australia, with its success depending on the niche marketing of high quality, largely 

photographic Australiana.  

 

Other niche areas in which there were major advances were in Indigenous and 

Multicultural publishing, despite economic and cultural pitfalls. In spite of the difficulties 

for Indigenous artists working in a mainstream industry, and for publishers unfamiliar 

with the intricacies of Indigenous culture, the CBCA lists in the latter years of the period 

showed increases in Indigenous publishing and in the quality of the works being 

produced. Magabala Publishing, in Broome, continued to make a strong contribution to 

Indigenous publishing culture – in its unique position as Australia’s first truly successful 

trade Indigenous list, and assisted by its relative isolation in North West Australia which 

gives it a uniquely regional focus. Similarly, IAD Press in Alice Springs, under publisher 

Josie Douglas began to develop its children’s list substantially and in September 1997 

launched a trade imprint, Jukurrpa Books, which included children’s books, oral 

histories, fiction and topical Aboriginal issues. An early Jukurrpa book, Killing for Kalta 

(1998), won the Eve Pownall award for Information Books in 1999.  

 

Up to 2003, mainstream houses also increased their Indigenous publishing, but more 

slowly than might have been expected. While artists such as Arone Raymond Meeks  

                                                           
155 Jan Parish joined the company in 1988 to develop the national sales force and within three 
years it had achieved renown as a national publisher and distributor – ‘the market leader in 
Australiana, environmental education, and Australian books, cards, calendars and diaries, a 
reputation it still has today’ (Steve Parish Publishing 2004). In 1989 the company’s products were 
selected by Australia Post as their premium Australiana range and it has also established the 
Australian Nature Relaxation Music range.  
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and Ian Abdullah became highly successful, several ceased to publish, perhaps finding 

publishing structures too foreign, or too financially unrewarding. In 1990, Scholastic’s 

Arone Raymond Meeks with Enora and the Black Crane (Ashton Scholastic) won the 

UNICEF Children’s Award – the only Australian ever to do so, but he published only 

sporadically after that. Other mainstream publishers, including Penguin, Allen & Unwin, 

HarperCollins and UQP, moved cautiously into Indigenous publishing with authors such 

as Boori Monty Prior and illustrators such as Bronwyn Bancroft. UQP’s David Unaipon 

award for unpublished Indigenous writers unearthed significant new writers for young 

people of the calibre of Herb Wharton, Sam Wagan Watson, and Melissa Lucashenko, 

whose novel Killing Darcy (1998) was the first Aboriginal YA fiction published in 

Australia. UQP also published a bi-lingual picture book Caden Walaa! (1994) by Noel 

Pearson and Karin Calley. Working Title Press celebrated The Year of the Outback in 

2002 by releasing a series of stories from remote communities; the first four titles were: 

Luurnpa the Magical Kingfisher; The Cocky, the Crown and the Hawk; Two Wallabies 

and The Pangkarlangu and the Lost Child. Penguin Books’ success with white writer 

Phillip Gwynne’s Deadly Unna (1999), which won the CBCA award and was followed by 

a sequel Nukkin Ya (2000), was tempered by the controversy which erupted after the 

film of the book was released. Indigenous criticism of the novel’s ‘appropriation’ of a 

local narrative denied, said Gwynne, the fact that 

 
“It’s a shared past and I have as much right to tell that story because it’s not a 
black story, it’s a white story...” However it has also left him reluctant to embark 
on another similar project: “I don’t know if I’ll ever write another book with an 
Aboriginal character.” (Minus 2002b: R3)  
 

 

Multicultural publishing is another niche area which presents problems as well as 

opportunities for publishers. Bradford has identified the ‘Anglo-Celtic hegemony’ 

prevalent in Australian children’s publishing which, despite works by Diana Kidd, Morag 

Loh, Tibor Novek, Drahos Zak or David Wong, has remained inadequately 

representative of the multiculturalism of the society. In 1991 the federal government’s 

Office of Multicultural Affairs Australian Multicultural Children’s Book Awards were 

introduced, but were discontinued in 1995, and reports suggested that few books 

published in each year were eligible.  
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Between 1972, when multiculturalism became Australian government policy, and 
1993, eighteen authors and illustrators won the award… Of these eighteen, 
twelve were born in Australia, one of whom, Dick Roughsey, was Aboriginal… 
[T]hree of the seven were born in Scotland, one in South Africa and one in New 
Zealand…only one, Junko Morimoto, comes from a non-English-speaking 
country. (Bradford 1995: 68)  

 

Short-listed CBCA award winners in the years just prior to 2003 suggested that the 

balance hadn’t shifted dramatically, for only a handful of Australian children’s authors 

such as Armin Greder, Shaun Tan and Sophie Masson came from non-English speaking 

backgrounds.  

 

During the period, non-fiction publishing also represented a niche, although in the small 

Australian market the non-fiction produced needed to suit the needs of curriculum 

developers while also being innovative and more reader-friendly to interest the trade 

buyer. Allen & Unwin, Lothian, Omnibus, Hodder, Era and others attempted to create a 

non-fiction impetus, but the area is another tight-rope for authors, with most speaking of 

the difficulties involved since such work must translate well, and because it’s heavily 

illustrated and designed is costly to produce. In this niche publishers looked to exports 

and book club or discount sales to answer some of the difficulties. 

  

Technological Developments  
 

During the 1990s and beyond, electronic and technological changes escalated, creating 

greater opportunities and uncertainties necessitating more market research. ABC Books, 
a division of ABC Enterprises, and publisher of a wide range of books for adults and 

children, was perhaps one of the most obvious examples of potential changes in the 

book industry. Its success demonstrated principles described above, interestingly since it 

represents a form of monopolization, though it is a government-owned media company. 

The ABC list included books associated with ABC programming as well as stand-alone 

general books. It is  

 

a rare beast: a public broadcaster that sets trends. In 1982, ABC opened its first 
merchandising store. Today, it has 28 of its own shops called ABC shops and 89 
ABC Centres, which are franchised to shops within other retail outlets. It has 
cornered the preschool market in Australia, and is expanding its teen and family 
blocks. On many fronts it sets the kids agenda in Australia… The ABC is 
targeting younger and younger kids with its preschool series… The ABC’s 
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children’s viewing audience has grown by 40% over the last five years… It’s 
unprecedented. Most public broadcasters around the world have seen their 
audience shares erode because of cable and pay TV. “Our success is due to the 
quality of the TV programs combined with the ABC’s off-station activity with kids”. 
(Mazurkewich 1999)  

 

The ABC Centres, with ‘designated areas in mass stores like Kmart’ (Dunfield 1999), 

were described as  

 
a uniquely successful licensing set-up for a pubcaster. Owned and operated by 
the Australian government, it creates reams of revenue via its ancillary activities 
through licensing arm ABC Enterprises, which covers both adult and children’s 
licensing activities. Enterprises make about US$42 million in revenue for the 
ABC, which gets divided up between its departments, including those under the 
ABC for Kids division umbrella: audio, books, music, video, licensing and events. 
(Dunfield 1999)  

 

Grahame Grassby, head of the ABC Enterprises consumer publishing division, in 1999, 

wanted ‘all the ABC properties [to] spawn merchandise in each department under the 

ABC for Kids label’ (Dunfield 1999).  

 
Another way the ABC increases demand for its product is by reaching out to both 
kids and moms through the ABC for Kids Club, a book-club-type venture that has 
grown to almost 5,000 members since it started a year ago and that receives 
about 200 new members a week. (Dunfield 1999) 

 

ABC Events also added to its market share by sponsoring live theatrical entertainment, 

costumed characters and ABC Music.  

 
The ABC [also] owns the music rights to the band, The Wiggles, and has been 
making inroads into the US, via broadcast rights to the show which goes through 
Disney channel and Seven network Australia… [The ABC] has also developed 
books and plush toys from the Dorothy the Dinosaur characters. (Dunfield 1999)  

 

Other ABC successes were High 5 and Lift Off (1992), The Hooley Dooleys; The 

Bunyips (a kiddie pop surfer/skaband) and The Fairies (Dunfield 1999). A further 

development in 2001 was the launch of ABC Kids, the first children’s diginet channel, 

which in 2003 was still restricted by the initial unavailability of set-up boxes, and their 

prohibitive cost (Jeremy 2001). The ABC also exploited its own brand power:  

 
We’ve done a lot of research about brand perception. [The ABC for Kids] brand 
means quality, education and safety, which is one of the most important issues 
for parents and caregivers – what kids are exposed to. (Dunfield 1999) 

 288



 

The company’s ambitions in 1999 were to increase international presence and  

 
to create an ABC land, along with Aussie licensing company Gaffney 
International Licensing… [It’s] been in serious discussion about either the 
development of an existing theme park or creating an ABC section within an 
existing theme park like Australia’s Wonderland in Sydney. (Dunfield 1999)  

 

Inevitably there were concerns expressed by media monitoring organizations that media 

companies were exploiting children and that advertising (associated with commercial 

channel children’s programs, and also by the ABC regarding its own products) 

‘corrupted’ them. These criticisms came from the Australian Children’s Television 

Foundation (ACTF) and Young Media Australia (1993-), a media monitoring group which 

had as its patron author Steve Biddulph, who said ‘we should let our children be’ 

(Biddulph 2001: 13) and from critic Phillip Adams who called kids’ advertisers, ‘corporate 

paedophiles’ (Adams quoted in Biddulph 2001: 13). 156 And yet, despite these criticisms, 

media success such as the ABC was not as strong as it might seem. For while the trade 

publishing list of the ABC was successful in the mid-late 1990s, it appeared to stall – 

seemingly due to changes in personnel, with editor Margaret Wild, publisher David 

Francis and design team Monkeyfish (Donna Rawlins and Wayne Harris) by 2003 

(Sheahan-Bright 2003d: 18-23) no longer working on the company’s new titles which 

had dramatically reduced in number – another reminder of the importance of individuals 

even where a structural enterprise, like the ABC, may appear to have unparalleled 

advantages. In 2003 Margaret Hamilton was appointed consultant publisher and her 

influence was clearly a potential for the future. 

 

While ABC TV moved into book publishing, some publishing companies, for example 

Five Mile Press, moved into wider media fields, becoming more than book publishers. 

Founded in 1991, Five Mile Press, was an independent Australian publisher specializing 

in children’s books, adult non-fiction and stationery lines. Its product mix was indicative 

of the trends which made media-related products very successful. It quickly became 

known for producing innovative high quality products and built on that reputation. By 

2003 it published over 80 books per year, and sold to countries all around the world. 
                                                           
156 The Australian Council for Children’s Films and Television supports the Charter for Children’s 
Television as accepted at the World Summit on Television for Children in 1995. This, together 
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Many of its popular children’s titles, including those by leading artists Shirley Barber and 

Tracey Moroney, were published in foreign languages as well as English editions. Five 

Mile Press established strong mutually-beneficial relationships with their licensing 

partners, their various licences for media-related products included Hi-Five; Shirley 

Barber; Jimmy Neutron; Blue’s Clues; Action Man; Bob the Builder; Lord of the Rings 

and Upstairs Downstairs Bears. Such cross-promotion became, during the period, 

prevalent throughout the children’s book industry.  

 

International Marketing  
 

Another feature of the period was a reinvigorated focus on international sales. 

International sales were part of the strategies of Scholastic, HarperCollins, Five Mile, 

Penguin, Random House, Omnibus, Allen & Unwin, Lothian and several other 

companies. These strategies were aimed at increasing local publishing, but as Julie 

Watts pointed out: 

 
The heady days of the 1980s are over and the Americans, caught up in the 
recession, which has meant mergers and huge cutbacks, are generally being 
much more cautious about what they take on. They feel their market is flooded 
with picture books, that the YA market is in decline, and that younger fiction 
doesn’t really travel. (Watts 1994b: 6)  

 

It became harder to originate picture books without either a co-edition or a book club 

sale and consequently the picture book market did not grow as it might have and 

illustrators’ incomes remained low. Australian publishers’ understanding of their own 

market and empathy for their readers was salutary, though, for as Macleod remarked: 

 
In many cases, the Australian sales figures for a particular title originated in 
Britain will equal or exceed the British figures. Given our relative populations that 
is truly remarkable. [Macleod posits that] perhaps British publishing… became so 
expert at pulling together simultaneous co-editions that it lost sight of what was 
wanted by the British market… The British expertise at co-editions is one of the 
last vestiges of Empire. The price British publishers have paid is that they forgot 
what their readers wanted at home. (Macleod 1997: 38)  

 

David Harris similarly remarked that instead of selling bland co-editions, Australian 

publishers took the riskier route in parading  

                                                                                                                                                                             
with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, form the basis for Australia’s 
Guidelines for Children’s Media.  
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a voice which is different from the voices of the other English-speaking 
countries… In order to have that voice heard around the world, we have a 
marketing job on our hands. The world isn’t going to come looking for us. (Harris 
1996: 49)  

 

Such marketing made several Australian authors internationally regarded – Bruce 

Whatley (HarperCollins); Mem Fox (Omnibus et al); Julie Vivas (Omnibus et al); Gary 

Crew (Lothian); Graeme Base (Penguin); Odo Hirsch (Allen & Unwin); Jeanie Baker 

(Random House). But the international context often demanded adjustments to the 

original concept, causing ‘some compromises and some cosmetic changes’ (Harris 

1996: 50). Cook suggested that perhaps the whole concept of cultural origin needed 

revision and that writers like Whatley evinced true multiculturalism – they ‘are cultural 

chameleons and cross cultural boundaries, albeit primarily in the western world’ (Cook 

1996: 43). Like Whatley’s work, Base’s book The Water-Hole (2002) functioned 

successfully as a global text. Because the publishing environment changed so much, 

authors became more likely to package themselves and to take on more businesslike 

approaches in order to claim international sales. One of the earliest to do this was 

Jeannie Baker (1950-) who maintained tight artistic control over the production of her 

unique style of collage in picture books, conceiving them as a book/film/exhibition 

package. She has always filmed the reproduction of her detailed artwork herself, and 

prepared it for the printer, rather than allowing the publisher to take control, as is usually 

the case with illustrations. And important to her success has been that her originating 

publisher was an overseas company, thus establishing an international market. Bruce 

Whatley similarly felt the need to move to the US to make his name, and Mem Fox 

(1946-) organized regular author tours for herself in the US in order to further her 

reputation there. Graeme Base (1958-) too became an international celebrity via such 

marketing strategies.  

 

During the latter part of the period, agents were used more extensively by publishers to 

‘smooth the way’ overseas for Australian books. Australian Licensing Corporation (ALC) 

specialized in taking books for licensing in other countries. Choice Maker exclusively 

targeted the Korean market and assisted Australian publishers in making inroads in that 

none-too-easy marketplace. Mark Macleod spoke of ‘an unfortunate resurgence of 

cultural isolationism in the attitudes of a number of European publishers’ (Morrow 2001: 

9) after the heady days in the 1980s when Australian picture books in particular were the 
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flavour of the month overseas, and of the increase in ‘censorship in community attitudes 

here’ (Morrow 2001: 9) which has made Australia less likely to be viewed as ‘a paradise 

of fearless publishing’ (Morrow 2001:9). The difficulties attached to overseas sales are 

demonstrated too by Gary Crew’s experience when Angel’s Gate (1993) was released in 

the US, with a more positive, less open ending, because US editors were convinced that 

their market would not appreciate the original’s ambiguity and bleakness. 

 

The case studies included in this chapter demonstrate that, for the period 1990-2003, 

successful companies, diverse as they might be, small or large as they might be, located 

their successes in being able to balance both commercial and cultural principles in the 

achievement of their salient characteristics, relying on sound business structures and 

astute publishing personnel. Penguin and Allen & Unwin derived approximately 40% of 

their business from Australian publishing and 60% from overseas, with Lothian drawing 

90% of its business from Australian publishing in 2003 (although in 2001 it drew 90% of 

its business from agency before it withdrew from that market almost totally). Scholastic, 

despite being a major multinational, always operated uniquely Australian enterprises 

alongside its sales of overseas product.  

 

While the supposed advantages of mergers (e.g. economies of scale) will continue to 

create a pattern of consolidation and globalization, ‘History suggests that in book 

publishing it is difficult to create a monopoly with staying power, at least if the emphasis 

is placed on the consolidation of assets rather than on people’ (Noble, Compaine 1979: 

256). Many successful acquisitions and sales of publishing properties occurred in the 

period, but the truly successful companies relied on the decisions of astute individuals 

who combined their passionate goal to produce high quality products with a willingness 

to read the market and respond to its demands by an ability to set trends and to create 

idiosyncratic product.  

 

From 1990 to 2003, structural health and individual agency were instrumental in 

publishing growth. Rosalind Price attributes publishing advances at the time to several 

people:  

 
Frank Eyre (OUP) encouraged the first wave to good modern Australian writing 
for kids. Anne Ingram (Collins) pioneered Australian picture books of international 
standard. Sue Williams and Jane Covernton (Omnibus) have been independent 
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and innovative, with a strong sense of design; they increased international 
awareness of Australian books. Julie Watts (Penguin) has consistently published 
a broad range of good books over a long period of time; she has maintained a 
personal children's book department within a big corporation (not easy). Rita Hart 
(OUP) published with flair and intelligence. Mark Macleod (Random and now 
Hodder Headline) is adventurous. Magabala have been significant in 
encouraging indigenous publishing; new authors and different kinds of books. 
And there are many good editors. (Sheahan-Bright, Interview with Rosalind Price, 
1999)  

 

Price’s own name, together with that of her colleague Erica Irving (Wagner), and that of 

Helen Chamberlin, should undoubtedly be added to this catalogue.  

 

The major features at the end of this period had been building since earlier phases: the 

upturn in pressure on publishing created by globalism; the worldwide technology 

revolution which created a ‘visually literate’ reader and improved production; other social 

changes such as feminism and post-colonialism; and the growth of the children’s 

industry’s profile in the 1990s; although rationalization in small publishing also saw the 

success of niche market operations – large and small, old and new, leading to niche and 

‘issues-based’ publishing; and changing patterns in retail, wholesale and direct-selling 

mechanisms.  

 

Overall, the 1990s saw a gradual focus on marketing and ‘name’ publishing; a shift away 

from British colonialist ideas to US and global publishing influences; and a nexus 

between the differing vested interest groups in the trade and educational sectors (all 

offering future challenges).   

 

The outcome of the period was that children’s publishing was generally less isolated 

from mainstream publishing. Whether this made it less or more vulnerable to market 

forces is to be determined. Clearly, however, Australian children’s publishing companies 

and lists, some of which had been developing since WWII, continued to produce 

Australian cultural product while also matching their cloth to the designs of international 

markets. As Price neatly summarized the thinking of the period:  

 
Size – we’re too small and too big; distance – we’re too close and too far away; 
wealth – we’re too rich and too poor, and yet the difficulties of our situation are 
also our strengths: We have a small population, but we’re keen book-buyers. 
We’re flooded with ideas from the rest of the world (and we’re quick to lionize 
overseas books and authors), yet we’re hungry to explore our own world, to 
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understand ourselves better, so we want home-grown books. Our geography 
presents distribution difficulties, but it also encourages diversity – cultural 
richness. Our isolation (rapidly diminishing in these days of electronic media) 
leads to resourcefulness and a readiness to experiment and go our own way – 
bold, lively writing, illustration and design. (Sheahan-Bright, 1999c: 8-10)   

 

The 90s and early 00s threw children’s publishing into a supermarket mentality. The 

concept of seeing, for example, K-Mart as a key distribution player in the field was 

salutary. Australian school and library institutions became just part of worldwide 

distribution networks. Writing and publishing for Australian children became part of a 

broader project of writing and publishing for the child, world-wide. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 

MARKET FUTURES – THE AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN’S 
PUBLISHING INDUSTRY AND BEYOND  
 

 
To market, to market,  
      To buy a plum bun:  
Home again, home again,  
            Market is done.   

(Opie 1951: 299)  
 
The twenty-first century Australian children’s publisher has become a fully-fledged 

marketer in an international publishing context affected by a range of environmentally 

peculiar local factors. The future of this context needs examination in terms of its 

structural aspects and how agents will operate within it.  

  
 
[Mergers which] characterized the 1980s – a direct result of the growth in 
markets which had occurred in the 1970s and publishers’ inability to service 
them or to deal with fluctuations in cash flow…were accompanied by a growth 
in smaller independent “niche” publishing ventures, particularly in the 
children’s publishing arena, an “explosion” in the US which “may have been 
stimulated to some degree by the mergers”. (Dessauer 1981: 30-1)  

 

Some publishers attributed to their growth ‘imaginative vitality’ which was responsible 

for ‘enlarging the editorial scope of the industry’ while ‘introducing new marketing 

approaches’ (Dessauer 1981: 31) and led to huge 1990s successes and a less 

predictable market leading into this new century. But ‘the danger that the old editorial 

values would be submerged in the dash for fast money and big sellers’ which 

occurred in the 1980s and beyond didn’t occur in Australia, for ‘there was still no 

substitute for brilliant book-based innovation, in tune with the times’ (Macrae 1991: 

219).  

 

Both independents and multinationals play an important role in Australian children’s 

publishing [see Table E]. It’s clear that a) ‘the industrialized production, reproduction, 

and multiple distribution of messages through technological devices’ (Turow 1992b: 

10) demands that any ‘unravelling of media texts must take place in the context of 
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their production and reception’ (Lewis and Jhally 1998: 111) and that b) three major 

factors influence the industry’s future directions.  

 

TABLE E. AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN’S TRADE PUBLISHERS 2003 
NAME OWNERSHIP WEBSITE 
ABC BOOKS AUSTRALIAN www.abc.net.au/children/ 
ABORIGINAL STUDIES PRESS AUSTRALIAN www.aiatsis.com.au

ALLEN & UNWIN  AUSTRALIAN www.allenandunwin.com
BLACK DOG BOOKS  AUSTRALIAN www.bdb.com.au
ERA PUBLICATIONS AUSTRALIAN www.erapublications.com
FIVE MILE PRESS AUSTRALIAN  www.fivemile.com.au
FREMANTLE ARTS CENTRE 
PRESS 

AUSTRALIAN www.facp.iinet.net.au

GOLDEN PRESS INTERNATIONAL   www.harpercollins.com.au
GREATER GLIDER 
PRODUCTIONS 

AUSTRALIAN  www.greaterglider.com

HARDIE GRANT EGMONT  AUSTRALIAN www.hardiegrant.com.au
HARPER COLLINS INTERNATIONAL www.harpercollins.com.au
HINKLER BOOKS AUSTRALIAN www.hinklerbooks.com
HODDER HEADLINE INTERNATIONAL www.hha.com.au
IAD PRESS AUSTRALIAN www.iad.edu.au/press
KOALA BOOKS AUSTRALIAN www.koalabooks.com.au
LITTLE HARE BOOKS AUSTRALIAN www.alc-online.com
LIMELIGHT PRESS AUSTRALIAN www. limelightpress.com.au 
LOTHIAN BOOKS  AUSTRALIAN www. lothian.com.au 
MAGABALA BOOKS AUSTRALIAN www.magabala.com
NEW FRONTIER PUBLISHING  AUSTRALIAN www.newfrontier.com.au
OMNIBUS BOOKS  AUSTRALIAN SEE 

SCHOLASTIC AUSTRALIA  
www. scholastic.com.au 

PAN MACMILLAN AUSTRALIA INTERNATIONAL www. panmacmillan.com.au 
PETER HADDOCK PUBLISHING  UK www.phpublishing.co.uk 
PENGUIN BOOKS AUSTRALIA  INTERNATIONAL SEE 

PEARSON  
www. penguin.com.au 

RANDOM HOUSE  INTERNATIONAL SEE 
BERTELSMANN AG  

www. randomhouse.com.au 

SCHOLASTIC AUSTRALIA  INTERNATIONAL SEE 
SCHOLASTIC (US)  

www.scholastic.com.au

STEVE PARISH PUBLISHING  AUSTRALIAN www.steveparish.com.au 
THE BOOK COMPANY AUSTRALIAN www.thebookcompany.com.au 
UNIVERSITY OF QLD PRESS AUSTRALIAN www. uqp.uq.edu.au 
UNIVERSITY OF WA PRESS AUSTRALIAN  www. General.uwa.edu.au 
WALKER BOOKS  INTERNATIONAL www.walkerbooks.com.au 
WELDON OWEN PUBLISHING AUSTRALIAN www.weldonowen.com
WORD WEAVERS PRESS AUSTRALIAN www.wordweaverspress.com.au
 

First, the international children’s industry has always consisted of two sectors – the 

library trade and the general trade or mass market, the latter ‘dominated by 

department, chain and bookstore patrons’ (Turow 1978: 3) – a definition based on 

two separate “client” relationships with a producer, creating an assumed distinction 

between ‘literary’ publishing and ‘mass market’ publishing. In 1978 Turow predicted 

that the schema’s boundaries were breaking down and the library market would lose 

influence, and Duke concurred that future challenges would consist in ‘combating 
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rising costs and penetrating the retail market’ (Duke 1979: 193). The small amount of 

investigation into children’s book production has generally been done from a library 

market perspective, effectively ignoring external market forces which grow stronger 

every day.  

 

Second, only two partners in the industry are not organizations – the ‘creator’ 

(author) and the ‘public’ (the individual buyer) (Turow 1992b: 22). The other ‘power’ 

roles include the ‘producer, authority, investor, client, auxiliary, union, distributor, 

exhibitor, linking pin, facilitator, and public advocacy’ (Turow 1992: 22). In children’s 

publishing these translate into the complex roles played by authors, illustrators, 

designers, editors, publishers, marketers, distributors, governmental regulatory 

bodies, wholesalers, retailers, advocacy bodies (such as the APA, ASA, AWG, 
MEAA, SOBI 157 and writers’ centres) and direct purchasers.  

 

Third, organizations with a stake in book publishing are influenced by  

 
three interrelated phenomena – fragmentation, globalization and 
conglomerization. Fragmentation refers to the increased number of new 
media channels that have resulted from marketers’ interests in reaching 
increasingly narrow audience segments… Conglomerization refers to the 
progressive growth of large corporations…holding under their wings a number 
of media firms that create a variety of products in different media industries. 
Globalization refers to the expansion of the fragmentation and 
conglomerization phenomena across national borders. (Turow, Curran and 
Gurevitch 1992a: 161)   

 

Though commentary has traditionally focused on US cultural domination, an entry of 

huge firms from other countries into the international media scene has occurred, so 

that while US companies like Time Warner and Disney still have immense power, the 

presence of others such as Bertelsmann, News Corporation, Sony and Matsushita 

[means that] ‘global mass communication might best be described as a First World 

activity’ (Turow 1992a: 220). 158 Instead of adopting a narrow focus on the individuals 

involved in the ‘production, distribution and reception’ (Zipes 2001: 46) of children’s 

literature, this analysis concludes by applying, to the summary below, 

 

                                                           
157 I.e. the Australian Publishers Association, the Australian Society of Authors, the Australian 
Writers’ Guild, the Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance and the Society of Book Illustrators. 
158 ‘A significant group of businesses [that] emerged in the 1920s and 1930s…were reaching 
the end of their founders’ lifetimes during the late 1960s and early 1970s’ (Feather 1993: 170) 
and didn’t survive their founders’ demises, e.g. Penguin Books’ takeover by Pearson PLC 
after its founder Allen Lane’s death in 1970. 
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the industrial aspects of communication [which are] ownership, production, 
technology, distribution, consumption, and the role of the state (Wilson, Kress 
1988: 61)  

1. Ownership 
 

Ownership factors particular to Australia consist first in its colonial legacy (explored in 

Chapter 3) where the growth of independent publishing occurred in tandem with that 

of overseas branches, though they have often been viewed with suspicion:  

 
[They] take the lion’s share of the market with a mixture of fine local and 
imported books together with a hideous amount of absolute dross dumped on 
our market because it wouldn’t sell anywhere else in the world. (Godden 
1994: 219) 

 

To regard these multinational companies as ‘foreign’, given their local publishing 

programs, has been refuted in earlier chapters, albeit they’ve been advantaged by 

supplementing their cash flows from the sale of overseas titles, and by their access 

to influential distribution networks. Secondly, Australia’s small, geographically 

disparate population in a relatively isolated region has hampered local publishing so 

the ‘threat’ of foreign ownership has been coupled with the difficulties involved in 

producing books at a viable price, but Curtain has challenged those who yoke 

Australia with Canada (Bainbridge and Thistelton-Martin 2001) for ‘Canada’s 

intellectual life requires protection from a [nearby] dominant culture. Australia’s 

distance demands access to it’ (Curtain 1993b: 243). This ‘tyranny of distance’ has 

shaped much of Australia’s primary and secondary industries, determining that much 

of its population clings to over-populated coastal centres, with many smaller rural 

settlements necessitating disparate service, meaning that publishers also grapple 

with extra distribution costs:  

 
Although Australia is roughly the same size as the US its small population 
means that you have to remember to multiply by about 15 when comparing 
pretty well; last year the total value of the Australian retail book industry was 
around one billion U.S. dollars. (Harris 2004) 

 

Those companies which have been successful 159 have proved that isolation can be 

overcome via quality production and sound business practices acknowledging both 

the opportunities and the threats inherent to this environment. Third, globalization’s 

                                                           
159 Such as Penguin (based on a strong distribution and editorial culture), Scholastic (a 
master at market penetration via niche selling and promotion), Lothian (founded as a book 
distributor, a business discontinued in 2001), and Allen and Unwin (whose publishing is 
combined with strong agency business and a recent shared distribution with Hodder 
Headline).  
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effect on industry structure has concentrated power over three areas of mass 

communication: ‘content…structure…technology’ (Turow 1992a: 211). Massive 

takeovers 160 have enlarged the world children’s book market with US sales leaping 

from $336 million in 1985 to $1.35 billion in 1995…more than tripling in 10 years 

(Raugust 1997c: 80) and ‘the top five companies [having had] a total share of 

approximately 53% of the total children’s book market’ (Raugust 1997c: 83). Disney 

also had a share of 30% of the US market when its in-house and licensed publishing 

were taken into account (Raugust 1997c: 83). By 2003 US children’s publishing was 

reported to have declined after sales peaked in 2000 with 447 million units, to 2002 

when 381 million units were sold (with hard covers declining more rapidly than 

paperbacks) (Roback and Bean 2003), but the lack of a new Harry Potter hardback 

title that year was a major contributing factor, since the series’ successes had inflated 

recent figures. One commentator reports from the US  

 
a healthy although uneven market. As picture book sales sag, hardcover 
series shine. Libraries have been buying less, but a vigorous mass market 
softens the hit. And stagnant backlist sales feel less painful with frontlist 
books selling at formerly unheard-of numbers. (Holt 2004) 

 

So, despite concerns about a slowing market, children’s and young adult hardbacks 

(comprising 10 percent of all sales) grew by 19 percent in 2003, reflecting a 

resurgence in reading among preteens and teenagers, and between 1997 and 2003 

there was a healthy growth of 4.1% in hardback and 10.2% in paperback sales in the 

US (Association of American Publishers 2004) with The Book Industry Study Group 

projecting domestic sales of $1.98 billion in 2004, an 11.2% increase over 2002 (Holt 

2004). Similarly, UK titles rose from 7080 in 1994, and a turnover in the region of 

£215 million (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 38), to 9043 and sales of £289 million in 

1999 (The Publishers Association 2004). 

 

                                                           
160 E.g. in the US Paramount took over Macmillan in 1997-8. In Australia, the country’s first 
publisher, Angus & Robertson was absorbed into Murdoch’s News Corporation as Harper 
Collins in 1989. By 1995, Golden Books Family Entertainment commanded an extraordinary 
19% of the US market with sales of $260 million (Raugust 1997c: 83). Described as ‘empires’ 
(Epstein 2001: 11) just eight companies now control US children’s publishing – Viacom, 
NewsCorp, Pearson, Bertelsmann, Reed Elsevier, Holtzbrinck, Scholastic and Vivendi 
Universal (Hade 2002: 509-517). Bertelsmann AG (which subsumed Random House and 
Transworld in a 1999 merger and purchased Golden Books in 2002) was the largest 
children’s publisher in the world, but the other ‘empire’ pertinent to children’s publishing is 
Disney, whose many enterprises make it extremely significant. Scholastic has since claimed 
the title of being the largest children’s publisher, which is certainly true in Australia.  
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Australian children’s book sales 161 of $134 million in 1997-8 (Australia. Department of 

Communications Information Technology and the Arts 1999: 3) were quoted as rising 

to $177 million in 2001, representing 10% of total domestic book sales (i.e. $1.9 

billion dollars) (Accenture 2001: 3) and by 2003 they were quoted as worth $115.6 

million or 14% (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2003) of sales 162, in the latter figures 

largely influenced by a dozen publishers representing trade, wholesale, educational, 

mass market, and ‘niche’ outlets including book clubs. Of total market value in 2002, 

Penguin had 19.9%, Allen & Unwin 14.9%, Harper Collins 13.8%, Pan Macmillan 

9.8% and Scholastic 9.61% (Bantick 2003: 8). Both multinationals 163 and Australian-

owned companies, have always supplemented their local publishing with imports so 

that in 2001 ‘almost 70% of children’s books were imported’ (Australian Bookseller 

and Publisher 2002: 10) and in 2003, the income from imports ($64.9 million) 

exceeded that from sales of local productions ($42.9 million) (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics 2003) [see Table F]. However in the 2003 APA Bestseller survey four of the 

top ten children’s books sold were by Australian authors – Marsden, Griffiths and 

Marchetta – while the rest were Harry Potter titles (Australian Publishers Association 

2004). The survival of ‘quality’ local publishing can also be deduced from the 

numbers of entries in the CBCA awards which rose from 182 in 1990, to 255 in 1994, 

and 315 in 2004 [see Table H].   
 

Neilsen Bookscan, which covers 85% of the Australian market, reports that 
children’s sales make up 29.9% of the total market and 18.3% of consumer 
dollars spent. In 2003, 12,804,730 copies of children’s books were sold, 
contributing A$180 million to the retail book industry. By no means did all 
these books originate locally – especially while Harry Potter mania is still 
raging – but there remains a very healthy children’s publishing industry, 
comprising a mix of branches of US and UK companies and a handful of 
independent publishers, such as Koala Books and Five Mile Press. (Harris 
2004)   

 

                                                           
161 For a comment on contradictory data regarding book industry figures published by 
different authorities, see Note on Australian Publishing Statistics at end of thesis.  
162 By 2002, the overall Australian market for books was worth $2.3 billion (Euromonitor 
2004). 
163 E.g. Harper Collins, Random House or Penguin which are largely part of major ‘offshore 
giants including Pearson, Viacom, AOL, Time Warner, Wolters Kluwer, Elsevier Thomson, 
Holtzbrink and News’ (Ketupa 2004). Such companies often combine several enterprises 
under one company logo. 

 300



TABLE F. DOMESTIC AND EXPORT SALES OF BOOKS (a) BY CATEGORY OF BOOK  
 
Category of Book Domestic Sales $m Export and re-

export Sales (b) $m 
Total $m 

Print Education    
Primary   132.5   53.8   186.3 
Secondary    101.1     6.0   107.2 
Tertiary   132.9   10.5   143.4 
Professional and 
Reference 

    93.4  *17.5   110.9 

Total Education   459.9   87.8   547.8 
    
General Hardback    
Nonfiction   133.4  *25.9   159.3 
Fiction     81.3     4.6     85.9 
Children’s     43.0     5.6     48.6 
Total Hardback   257.7   36.1   293.8 
    
Trade Paperback    
Nonfiction   153.7  *67.5   221.2 
Fiction     68.3     1.6     69.8 
Children’s     21.8    *4.0     25.8 
Total trade  
Paperback 

  243.8  *73.0   316.8 

    
Mass-market 
Paperback  

   

Nonfiction      77.5     3.3     80.7 
Fiction      77.4     4.5     81.9 
Children’s     36.5     4.7     41.2 
Total Mass-market 
Paperback  

  191.4   12.5   203.8 

Total General    692.9 121.6   814.5 
Total Print 1152.8 209.4 1362.3 
    
Electronic 
(including Audio 
books) 

   

Education        (np)      (np)       2.7 
General       (np)      (np)       4.4 
Total Electronic       7.0     0.1       7.1 
    
Total Books 1159.8 209.5 1369.4 
 
Legend: 
*       Estimate has a relative standard error of 25% and should be used with caution. 
(np)  Not available for publication but included in totals where applicable, unless otherwise indicated. 
(a)    Domestic and export sales of books included all books whether published by the business or not. 
(b)    Includes re-export sales of $7.4m and excludes sales of rights which totaled $4.6m.  
 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics Book Publishers (2002-3) Cat. No. 1363.0 
 

Generally-speaking, mass market companies are philosophically directed towards 

mass audiences, so that in the last two decades of the twentieth century a US  

 
“Industry-wide reliance on institutional sales…was transformed into a 
growing focus on retail outlets. The institutional market accounted for about 
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80%-90% in the early to mid-1980s, compared to 50%-60% in the mid-
1990s” (Raugust 1997c: 80), while the overall market had more than tripled. 
(Latrobe and Schwartz-Porter 1996) 

 

The largest US sales were from book fairs, then direct mail, followed by mass 

merchandisers (such as supermarkets), with growing internet sales in a market 

categorized by ‘large first printings for celebrity-written books, highly anticipated 

sequels and other media-driven titles, with a big frontlist push rather than the 
traditional slower-and-steadier approach’ (Roback and Bean 2003). Australian 

statistics record that of total book sales, book chains are followed by independents, 

by direct sales and mass merchants (Accenture 2001: 4) [see Table G], but 

institutional sales figures are hard to come by 164. 

 

TABLE G. SOURCE OF PURCHASE FOR CHILDREN   

Book Chains

Variety Stores

Through school book club

Independent Bookshops

Direct Mail from Book Club

Second Hand Bookshops

Through the workplace

Fair, Garage

Department Store

Discount bookshop

Newsagents

Specialist children's bookshop

Internet

Often Sometimes Rarely Never

Base: purchased a book for a child (n=447) / (Q12)

0% 100%

18% 37% 17% 28%

16% 30% 14% 40%

16% 29% 7% 48%

28%7% 10% 55%

5% 74%7% 15%

7% 14% 12% 67%

5% 14% 5% 76%

15% 11% 70%

21% 14% 63%

18% 15% 64%

66%

13% 76%8%

80%
96%

20% 40% 60%

20% 11%

 
 
Source: A.C. Nielsen, A National Survey of Reading, Buying and Borrowing Books, 2001: 38.  
 

Concern that ‘the emphasis on producing books that attract the attention of 

inexperienced book purchasers will cut down on the number of titles of lasting value 

published’ (Fasich 1991: 20) reflects the view that concentration of ownership 

jeopardizes publishing’s cultural provenance. It is undeniable that globalization has 

placed countries like Australia and Canada in culturally vulnerable positions (Chunn 

                                                           
164 In contrast the UK records institutional sales on The Publishers Association website.  
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1992; Lorimer l994; Wilson 1992), and equally clearly that the polarizing of 

discussion on the binary forces of UK or US imperialism has distracted attention from 

the more insidious global ‘coca-colarization’ of any cultural product:  

 
The maintenance of an Australian culture has always been seen as a tricky 
balancing act; the national and the international are seen as opposing, almost 
mutually exclusive principles, while the interests of the local and the 
indigenous within a small market like Australia are always under threat of the 
foreign and commercial. (Curtain, Cunningham and Turner 1993: 252)  

 

But globalization can also extend the market available to local publishing 165 so that 

while  

 
the conglomeration of children’s books has moved into the implementation 
phase – the mass merchandising of children’s books...; [t]he publishing model 
for children’s books based on serving the libraries has been replaced by the 
“media” industry model, selling “entertainment to the masses”. (Publishers 
Weekly ‘The Road Ahead’ 1996)  

 

This is part of a continuum in which profits and cultural growth have been balanced 

since publishing’s beginning, leading to an increased range of product, since ‘well-

developed markets support cultural diversity’ (Cowen 1998: 22). 

 
Operating in the global arena has helped Australian publishers, agents and 
authors overcome some of the difficulties associated with the small size of the 
local market. Book exports are increasing…have been growing by 20% yearly 
[as have earnings]. The outlook of the global firms operating in Australia has 
changed…[they] are now less centralist than they once were [and] the most 
successful independent publishers also tend to operate in an international 
arena. (Lee 2004)  

 

To assess commercialization’s positive outcomes it is useful to observe the 

characteristics of global control of ‘symbolic and material products’ (e.g. intellectual 

properties in book and other forms) as discussed by Turow and others – these 

characteristics being Vertical Integration, Reducing Competition, Market Penetration, 

Exploiting Territorial Rights and Niche Marketing – which whether pursued by 

conglomerates or local publishers, are universally implemented in subtle ways: 

 

i) Vertical Integration, or creating ‘synergies’, involves two profit-driven 

strategies which offer related materials via Creative or Subsidiary Rights or by 

Value-Added Incentives (Turow 1992b: 245-51). (Vertical Integration will be 

covered under Production and Niche Marketing under Distribution below.) 

                                                           
165 See case studies in Chapter 7.  
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ii) Reducing Competition focuses promotion on a limited number of products, 

which while bemoaned by opponents of monopolies, may reduce the surfeit of 

poorly-conceived properties. Children’s books being cheaper, publishers will 

increasingly aim to decrease competition, and in a small market like Australia 

that may be a significant concern, since it can increase the gap between the 

information rich and poor. 166 However, this can also make good product 

available cheaply, since the owner of a unique product can reduce unit costs 

on large print-runs. Australian examples have included the photographic 

works marketed by independent company Steve Parish (Steve Parish 

Publishing 2004). 

 

iii) Market Penetration is exemplified by Disney’s 1995 $19 billion takeover of 

Capital Cities/ABC in the US which gave it ownership of ‘all four key 

distribution channels; filmed entertainment, cable television, broadcasting and 

telephone wires’ (Multinational Monitor 1995). Such practices are evident in 

Australia, with companies like ABC Books which has penetrated the pre-

school market.   

 

iv) Exploiting Territorial Rights via global ownership of technology is changing 

patterns of access to copyright, making exclusive licensing difficult and  

 
contributing to the breakdown of traditional publishing practices...the 
next couple of years will probably see the biggest change in territorial 
rights since the world was carved up by the Brits and the Yanks after 
World War II [and] Australia “could very well become an open market 
before too long”. (Milliot 1998b: 3) 
 
 

The Australian Society of Authors (ASA) in early 2003 successfully lobbied against 

the Parallel Importation Bill presented to the Senate since it could potentially 

disadvantage Australian creators by enabling overseas publishers to import foreign 

editions of local authors. Currently the ASA is concerned that the US-Australia Free 

Trade Agreement passed by the Australian Parliament in August 2004 could see 

Australian creators losing control of their rights. In a market less influenced by the 

UK, Australian authors may find themselves with greater access to world markets,  

but this threat to their rights will continue to present a problem.    

 

                                                           
166 Such as subscriber fees for access to the internet or on-line databases. 
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International growth has led to over-production, a need for the industry to ‘shake out’, 

and a rationalization of overseas lists has been matched by Australian imprints 

Omnibus Books and Margaret Hamilton Books becoming part of Scholastic, and 

Walter McVitty Books being sold to Lothian Books. Some feel this could benefit the 

industry which has a tendency to regenerate.    

 
The cycle of large publishing houses spawning small independent companies 
which struggle, thrive, grow, die or join back up with larger companies will 
probably continue – this is a source of energy and renewal within the industry. 
(Rosalind Price quoted Sheahan-Bright 1999c: 8-10)  

 

Mergers have always characterized publishing. ‘The tendency towards concentration 

is offset by a tendency towards formation of new companies’ (Long, Kobrak and Luey 

1992: 98) and ‘few trends in publishing are lasting; they are likely to occur in cycles’ 

(Coser, Kadushin and Powell 1982: 29). In the US 240 imprints could be identified in 

1997 (Raugust 1997c: 83) and this study identified 33 imprints in Australia in 2004 

[see Table E above]. In recent years new Australian companies such as Working 

Title Press, Black Dog Books, Little Hare Books and Hardie Grant Egmont were 

established, and lists such as Pan Macmillan Australia expanded their children’s 

focus. Mergers have also led to internal changes within publishing houses, producing 

a perception that editors’ powers have declined in favour of marketing managers, 

agents and subsidiary rights directors. Australian writers have increasingly turned to 

agents and booking agencies for professional support, and individual commitment to 

a single publishing house is not as strong, 167 but again these factors have potential 

advantages, in enhancing the author’s promotional opportunities.   

 

2. Production 
 

Australian children’s book production has been influenced by five factors, the first of 

which is that although children’s books are expected to be ‘cheaper’,  

 
illustrated children’s books, if the illustrations are coloured, incur high costs in 
the making of the plates. One way of reducing the retail price of a picture 
book is to print books in a country where the necessary technology is 
available but where labor costs are low… Another way…is coproduction…a 
third…is buying in a package (Altbach and Hoshino 1995: 26-7)  

 

                                                           
167 Morris Gleitzman left Pan Macmillan for Penguin; Narelle Oliver has published with several 
publishers as have others e.g. James Moloney, Steven Herrick and Judith Clarke who all left 
UQP for other publishers, and Clarke then moved from Penguin to Allen & Unwin.  
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Cultural opportunities and threats are inherent in each of these solutions. Printing 

overseas disadvantages local printing firms and can exploit lower labor costs 

occasioned by less egalitarian regimes. Co-editions 168 offer the opportunity to create 

books which give children a global perspective, but the downside is that some 

international co-editions have been bland and culturally neutral 169 and that 

Americans ‘in particular seem more inclined to take exception to the content of a 

book’ (Williams 1994: 35). Book packaging can create huge markets for an Australian 

publication, but often involves a packager – such as Intervisual Books in LA which 

‘for 28 years has been the preeminent creator and manufacturer of three-

dimensional, interactive and educational novelty books’ (Intervisual Books 2004) – 

making a culturally non-specific product and selling it to as many companies as 

possible. (Several local companies, including Omnibus, Margaret Hamilton and Black 

Dog, founded their enterprises via packaging so it can have positive effects, too.) 

 

Production is also influenced by the creative dynamism between company structure 

and individual ‘agency’, and the tension between the creation of art and commercial 

product which recognizes only symbolic capital on the one hand, and capital gain at 

the expense of literary recognition on the other, determining that   

 

the strategies of the agents and institutions that are engaged in literary 
struggles, that is, their position-takings…depend on the position they occupy 
in the structure of the field, that is, on the distribution of specific symbolic 
capital, institutionalized or not…and through, the mediation of the dispositions 
constituting their habitus…[o]n the degree to which it is in their interest to 
preserve or transform the structure of this distribution and thus to perpetuate 
or subvert the existing rules of the game. (Bourdieu 1993: 183)  

 

Thus Bourdieu points to the nitty-gritty of the dynamics of the game played out in 

publishing in any particular arena – that there will always be cross-tensions between 

those who are currently doing well (because the environment allows it) and those 

who are not doing as well (and so move to change the environment to their benefit). 

In Bourdieu’s analysis of the dynamic it is clear that notions of creativity and  

commercialism are inseparable, and also that successful publishing relies on the 

creativity of managers, editors and distributors to match the creativity of individual 

authors and illustrators. 

                                                           
168 The Book Company is an example of a company operating in Australia which creates such 
co-editions and packages (The Book Company 2004). 
169 This has led to illustrations being altered to create a place which incorporates elements of 
many landmarks, or to Disney-animated characters which are universally similar with changes 
only to skin tones!  
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This study, while acknowledging the role played by organizations, has also 

demonstrated that ‘publishing is shaped as much by the ideas or models publishers 

have of their profession as it is by market forces’ (Lane 1980: 39).  However 

 
traditionalism appears to expect and accept innovation that takes place within 
the conventions or tradition that it recognizes as culture [and] defines culture 
and cultural artifacts as produced by, and, in some sense the property of, 
isolated and identifiable individuals… Such a conception necessarily excludes 
any notion of corporate or communal activity. (Lane 1980: 41-2) 

 
Moreover, such elitism has also led to a presumption that the consumption of cultural 

products is ‘restricted to a small audience’ (Lane 1980: 41). Lane disputes the 

‘mythology’ of a golden age of gentlemanly not-for-profit aspirations by describing 

nineteenth-century publishing as ‘a cut-throat trade most suitable for men with a 

background of piracy and assassination’ (Lane 1980: 42), his comments supported 

by observations in his previous chapters. The ‘fragmentation of culture’ which began 

with WWI and the ‘new diversity of cultures and the antagonisms that it entailed 

forced an awareness of the publisher’s role as a cultural entrepreneur…the 

gatekeeper for work they hold in high esteem’ (Lane 1980: 49). This notion has 

prevailed beyond the time when Lane was writing, to the present. 

 
Probably the theme that most commonly threads through writings on the 
considerations that shape mass media materials is that they are 
characterised by…the ‘constant and pervasive tension that exists between 
innovation and control’, or resistance to innovation…The aim should be to 
track with increasing clarity the way broad structures of power within and 
across societies insinuate themselves into the particular activities of those 
who create and distribute specific entertainment materials. (Turow 1992a: 
168-9) 

 

Australian children’s editors’ ability to balance culturally-worthwhile, financially-viable 

publishing is subject to the fact that the ‘craftlike aspects of the publishing industry 

allow a measure of personal judgment to enter into the decision-making process 

which would be inconceivable in a fully bureaucratic structure’ (Coser, Kadushin and 

Powell 1982: 147).  

 

Also, as Turow and Bourdieu point out, the dynamics of production is not only a 

game between publisher-competitors involving their staff weaknesses and strengths; 

the arena is a player as well. Production is influenced by the mediating parent, 

teacher or librarian who can assist or hamper publishers by both overt and implicit 

censorship, from the left and the right, by demanding that books have a particular 
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balance in gender, religion or race, etc. Of course, children’s literature is a notorious 

area of censorship struggle, and Australian parent groups (such as Parents and 

Citizens’ Associations and religious lobby groups) have sought to restrict access e.g. 

by taking the CBCA to court for awarding a prize to a book containing ‘bad language’, 
170 or more recently, by the Australian Parents’ Council’s calls for Andy Griffiths’ The 

Bad Book (Pan 2004) to be banned (Bantick 2004: 31). Children’s publishing is 

always nervous about censorship restrictions, but here too is an area where 

combined creativity on the part of author, illustrator, editor, publisher and distributor 

can influence culture and also deal with the commercial risk such that the publisher is 

still confident that the book will sell.  

 

Finally, production is influenced by globalization of content (which can deteriorate 

into ‘coca-colarization’). Media takeovers acknowledge ‘the book [being] the 

beginning in the content chain that leads to other products’ (Milliot 1998b), but 

companies (like Disney) are more likely to produce culturally non-specific product 

(Media Monopoly Makers 1995) which can decrease diversity. However, the regional 

and local may also be fortuitously celebrated with, for example, books reflecting 

unique aspects of Australian life such as Possum Magic, Animalia and Where the 

Forest Meets the Sea having ‘gone global’. And there has also been an expansion of 

culturally-diverse and Indigenous publishing by companies such as Magabala Books, 

IAD Press, University of Queensland Press and Penguin Books: eager international 

reception of authors such as Arone Raymond Meeks, Bronwyn Bancroft, Boori Monty 

Pryor, Herb Wharton and Melissa Lucashenko as exports challenges the notion that 

globalization is necessarily destructive. Although the process involves not an equal 

competition – ‘globalization is hot and strong…localization is cool and weak’ (Rosen 

1995: 32-3) – these conflicting forces have contributed to publishing dynamism.  

 

Corporate managers find publishing ‘unusual’ since it is not easy to monitor 

employee or product performance: 

 
Each title is unique, few authors have reliable track records, market research 
is scorned (or in a primitive state), profits are frequently dependent on the 
sale of subsidiary rights rather than the sale of the product, your brand name 
means nothing to the consumer, and no one can even agree on the definition 
of a “good” book. Small wonder that new management becomes so attentive 
to the bottom line! Everything else is too slippery to grab hold of. (Luey, 
Kobrak and Luey 1992: 6)  

 

                                                           
170 Gillian Rubinstein’s Beyond the Labyrinth (Hyland House) was CBCA winner 1989.  
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Publishers seek to minimize risk, by formulas, track records, stereotypes, series and 

serials, market research (albeit limited), and analyzing book sales statistics. Products 

with proven track records include ‘name’ authors whose popularity ensures 

‘saleability’ via publicity campaigns and media saturation. ‘Names’ in Australia 171 

such as Paul Jennings, Emily Rodda and Andy Griffiths, assume more importance 

than the title or cover image; authors assume ‘personalities’, their ‘lives’ are 

‘enhanced’ by marketing imperatives, as they assume roles and responsibilities to 

their readers 172. Epstein suggested that: 

 
Name-brand authors need publishers only to print and advertise their books 
and distribute them to the chains and other mass outlets...[tasks which] can 
be performed as efficiently by independent contractors available for hire… 
[W]ith the help of their agents or business managers [these authors] may 
become their own publishers. (Epstein 2001: 19- 20)  

 

Or, at the least, they can relieve their publishers of some of their marketing. 

Furthermore, ‘to retain these powerful authors publishers already forgo much of their 

normal profit, or incur severe losses, by paying royalty guarantees far greater than 

can be recouped from sales’ (Epstein 2001: 20) and such author-directed publication 

can be seen in the unique position occupied by John Marsden. 173  

 

Another form of risk minimization is series publishing, which may be age-based, 

interest-based or brand-name-based:  

 
There are three kinds of series. Some relate to reading level – for example, 
the Antelope Books (London: Hamish Hamilton)… Other series consist of 
books about the same character or group of characters, and range from the 
syndicate-produced Hardy Boys or Nancy Drew series to Laura Ingalls 
Wilder’s Little House books or C.S. Lewis’s Narnia series. Many information 
books are published as part of the third kind of series – books that cover 
similar topics according to a clearly defined pattern at a prescribed 
developmental level. (Altbach and Hoshino 1995: 19)  

 

Penguin’s Aussie Bites, Aussie Nibbles and Aussie Chomps are recognizable by the 

‘bites’ taken out of each cover and are designed for a certain reading level. 174 Emily 

Rodda’s Deltora Quest, or Paul Jennings and Morris Gleitzman’s Wicked and 

                                                           
171 Overseas such as R.L. Stine, J.K. Rowling, Eoin Colfer, etc.  
172 For instance, John Marsden is seer to angst-ridden teenagers; Mem Fox is celebrity author 
of Australiana for pre-schoolers; Gary Crew is widely regarded as a visual literature ‘guru’.  
173 Marsden attracts large advances, has spawned a range of publications based on his 
name, and his property, Tye Estate, is the venue for author and publisher mentorship 
retreats, indicating an author who has taken on an entrepreneurial and philanthropic role.  
174 Ladybirds and Little Golden Books were two of the best known and earliest overseas 
series. 
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Deadly! series, each feature continued adventures. 175 Information books have also 

been published in series by Omnibus, Allen & Unwin, Penguin and Random House 

but are less ‘durable’ in that information dates and doesn’t travel as easily as fiction. 

UQP’s YA fiction series is for teenagers and After Dark (Lothian) is for readers of 

horror. Individual authors have also been commissioned to write series featuring the 

same characters e.g. Margaret Clark’s Aussie Angels (Hodder), Libby Hathorn’s 

Ghostop (Hodder), Brian Caswell’s Alien Zones (UQP), and Andy Griffiths’ Just 

series (Pan Macmillan).  

 

The bestseller is another predictable publishing technique which promotes topics, 

genres or formats and is   

 
a way of describing a commodity and a commodity trade, but it also carries a 
notion of value and reflects reading or at least buying practice – the 
bestseller is also a reading list, and as a reading list it provides a record of 
one aspect of print culture. (Wevers 1996: 90)  

 

Bestsellers, though, calculated by the computerized systems of booksellers and then 

collated, largely refer to ‘new’ books so that perennial favourites (like the Guinness 

Book of Records) do not appear in The Australian Bookseller and Publisher list or its 

overseas equivalents, and bestsellers are said (Wevers 1996: 91) to be often 

‘manufactured’ to move certain types of stock. Bestsellers consist of three types: ‘the 

fast seller; the steady seller; and true bestsellers’ which combine the features of the 

two (Escarpit 1996: 18). Recent Australian lists often feature series which reflect their 

limitations because  

 
the bestseller list is a profoundly conservative agent… The danger in the 
whole notion of bestseller is that it may come to seem an aesthetic or 
consumer judgment more than a promotional tool, and so close a circle from 
consumption to production. (Wevers 1996: 98)  

 

Influential media coverage can also enhance such effects. 176 Mark Macleod’s 

regular appearances on The Midday Show in the 1980s were known to influence 

buyers, as did later Channel Seven’s The Book Place program for pre-schoolers. 

  

Another strategy has been special event/personality promotions which relate to either 

short term, opportunistic, or longer term, predictable, anticipated events and 

                                                           
175 As do C.S. Lewis’s Narnia and J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series.  
176 For example, TV personalities such as Rosie O’Donnell, or Oprah Winfrey’s Book Club 
which was known to ‘increase sales by more than 1,000 percent.’ (Miller, Mark Crispin 1997)   
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celebrity. 177 Australian successes include books by television personalities Andrew 

Daddo and James Valentine, the swimming star/journalist Lisa Forrest, and 

comedian Gretel Killeen. 178 Criticisms of celebrity publishing are countered by 

suggestions that it brings children to books ‘who might never have found them’ (Holt 

2004) (although they may be ‘brought’ to these books by parents who are familiar 

with the celebrities, rather than by the children’s interests). Long term anticipated 

events include the Olympics, the end of the Millennium, and Christmas. 179 

Australia’s Federation celebration in 2001 precipitated (as did the 1988 Bicentenary), 

several publishing projects. 180

 

Award-winners can also represent ‘safer’ publications, ensuring demands for reprints, 

and offering an insight into ‘likely’ future winners, a topic covered later in this chapter.   

 

Classic re-prints suit the aspirations of baby-boomer parents to introduce their 

children to the ‘canon’, and meet publishers’ economic needs since no royalties are 

involved. Sometimes suffering from inferior reproduction, excessive abbreviation in 

being ‘diluted and grossly simplified’ (Hunt 1998: 32), or from censorship with the 

excision of ‘offensive’ racism or sexism effectively destroying much of their historical 

value, 181 the longevity of Australian classics, like Ethel Turner’s Little Mother Meg, is 

also partly reliant on re-packaging in new covers or on revision, as with the editing of 

Mary Grant Bruce’s Billabong series by Collins/A&R some years ago to erase its 

more racist passages. 182 Penguin Books Australia uses its brand recognition in the 

Puffin Classics logo, though few other Australian companies have such brand power. 

                                                           
177 The former include, for example, use of celebrity profiles such as Leonardo Di Caprio, the 
Hilton Sisters or Australia’s Delta Goodrem. There are also many other current celebrity 
authors, e.g. John Travolta. Warner Books picked up Travolta’s Propeller One-Way Night 
Coach and printed 250,000 copies (Luscombe 1997). In 2002 international model Sophie 
Dahl, granddaughter of Roald, released her first children’s book The Man with the Dancing 
Eyes (Bloomsbury). And in 2003 Madonna created The English Roses (Puffin), the first of a 
projected five titles which was released in 30 languages. 
178 Gretel Killeen’s sales no doubt increased even more after she became host of television’s 
Big Brother. 
179 Chris Van Allsburg’s The Polar Express (1985) has been made into a movie starring Tom 
Hanks to coincide with Christmas 2004, twenty years after its first publication. 
180 E.g. Plagues and Federation by Vashti Farrer (Scholastic My Story series, 2000). 
181 The Story of Little Black Sambo (1899) has been re-released in several versions and has 
gone from being ‘One of the most controversial books in existence…to the interpretation by 
different creators’ (Hochwald 1996).  
182 Sometimes it is the publisher’s imprint and style which is promoted as the unique feature 
of a classic reprint. ‘Knopf’s Everyman’s Children’s Classics’ were re-released and described 
as, ‘books to own rather than merely read. Each book has a silk ribbon bookmark...two-colour 
illustrated endpapers, and printed bookplates...unjacketed cloth covers, spines are gold 
stamped’ (Schwartz 1992). 
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‘Modern’ classic 183 Australian re-printings of Possum Magic, Who Sank the Boat and 

The Bunyip of Berkeley’s Creek have supported other more risky publications for 

their companies.   

 

The educational/literature-based market is also a sure and regenerative market 

where ‘promotions people want information about the ways books are used with 

children and children’s reactions to old and new titles’ (Van Orden 1997: 26) and 

enhance sales by creating teachers’ resources such as notes, kits and ‘big’ books. 

But it can be a minefield of variant demands in the ‘bibliotherapeutic’ approach which 

reviews books as ‘tools’  for various purposes. Textbooks are often rigorously defined 

in order not to offend, and schools may ‘de-select’ materials at the behest of powerful 

parent groups. Censorship may occur before the selection of material, and in the 

preparation of reading materials. 184 One illustrator ‘gave up’, frustrated with 

 
publisher’s efforts to be everything to everybody… Australian illustrators 
bemoan the fact that they can be asked to change virtually anything – to avoid 
risk-taking, and to avoid stereotypes, violence and naked bodies. These 
prohibitions have a lot to do with the fact that our books must also suit the US 
educational market which is far more conservative. (Blaxland 2000: 27)  

 

Books are also manufactured ‘without authors’ for a specific market including ‘mail-

order, so-called fiction factories, novelizations, packaging, and managed texts’ 

(Coser, Kadushin and Powell 1982) such as the personalized mail order series in 

which a particular child’s name is used as the character,185 and Australian companies 

like Hinkler Books and Koala Books have successfully marketed such lines, too.  

 

Finally, the most prevalent recent strategy, cross-merchandising, or licensing, relates 

to vertical integration, whereby innovative product is created by synergies with other 

media, so that conglomerates seek to own diverse companies with the potential to 

license or cross-merchandise products (Raugust 1997c: 87). This technique (as 

Chapter 2 demonstrated) has been employed by children’s publishers since John 

Newbery sold his Little Pretty Pocket Book, 186 though it is different today: the book is 

no longer necessarily the original generator of vertical sales. In the growing 

                                                           
183 Modern classics such as Madeline, Babar, and Thomas the Tank Engine have all 
generated merchandise. At the 2001 Toy Fair in the US, there were prominent displays of 
Eloise, Curious George and Clifford toy lines (Raugust 2001a). 
184 For example, the NSW Government ‘targeted for removal or non-purchase’ Judy Blume’s 
Forever in 1989 (Williams and Dillon 1993: 77).  
185 Australian Personalized Books is an example (Australian Personalised Books 2004) and 
another is Jelly Bean Books (Jelly Bean Books 2004). 
186 See Kate Greenaway’s almanacs, and Beatrix Potter’s many enterprises (Sutton 1997a). 
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supremacy of the merchandise over the book, other media properties such as the 

Muppets, Bananas in Pajamas, Teletubbies, Rugrats or Wiggles™ are ‘spawning’ 

sales. Toy manufacturers have taught publishers (who traditionally rely on 

predictable series or slow, steady-selling properties) ‘to capitalize on short term 

trends [and] cross-promotional opportunities’ (Raugust 1997b) or ‘fads’. Such 

products 187 include: paper engineering, dolls, toys, board books, domestic 

accessories and clothing items.   

 

Paper engineering, including manipulative techniques such as pop-ups, lift-the-flaps 

and cut-outs, has been a ‘constant’ since the Victorian era’s ‘toy books’, but whereas 

the expertise needed and high production costs once tended to limit them, now they 

benefit from concentration of production, and numbers have grown. 188 Traditionally 

hampered further by Australia’s small market, publishers with the benefits of global 

marketing have ventured into this field too with Brum’s Super-Powered Pop-Up Board 

Book (ABC, 2003), Big Bugs! (Koala Books, 2002) and the Double Delight series 

(Little Hare). Similarly, toy-related imprints include dolls for Winnie the Pooh, 

Paddington Bear, Maisie and Angelina Ballerina. 189 Although labeled ‘gimmicky’, 

these toys provide ‘the connecting of words to images [which] certainly doesn’t hurt, 

and…at least it provides some quality lap time between child and parent’ (Arnold 

2001: E3). Toys such as Power Rangers, Star Wars and Pokemon also generate 
                                                           
187 For example, Marc Brown’s Arthur series was mass merchandised in 1996 and his book 
sales increased ‘from a total of 5 million copies in the twenty years before the TV series 
began to 15 million copies in the two years following’ (Linning 2002: 20). 
188 This trend has been advanced largely by one company – Intervisual Communications Inc, 
founded in Los Angeles by ‘pop-up book enthusiast’ Waldo Hunt who sold the concept to 
publishers in the UK in the 1960s, forming Graphics International (Fox, Reynolds and Tucker 
1998) but by 1975 had founded his own enterprise, Intervisual Communications, later 
changing its name to Intervisual Books Inc (IB). By 1991 it was ‘the world’s major producer of 
pop-up books – over $500 million…about 60% of the total world market in pop-ups’ (Taylor 
1991). ‘From 1850 to 1965’ only ‘10 million pop-ups’ were produced, but by 1991 ‘10-15 
million were…produced each year.’ IB success was founded on packaging ground-breaking 
works like Jan Pienkowski’s, and also producing their own products, via production-line 
assembly in countries with lower wages such as Columbia, so that they were able to produce 
at a lower cost and also set about diversifying and expanding product lines. By 1991, IB ‘had 
introduced 27 different formats’ (Taylor 1991) ranging from electronic books with music and 
twinkling lights, to books with cloth finger-puppets, carousel-shaped books, revolving and 
disappearing picture books, and a host of others. By 1997, experiencing troubles, Intervisual 
Books Inc. began to diversify into its own distribution of backlist titles, and direct-selling 
arrangements, and as the new century approached IB was confronted by publishers and 
artists reserving the right to ‘package’ their own books, having learned from the successes of 
this company. Robert Sabuda’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz: A Commemorative Pop-Up by 
L. Frank Baum (Simon & Schuster/Little Simon, 2000) which was promoted with a giveaway 
of Emerald City green 3-D eyeglasses, sold 138,000 copies in a few months (Maughan 2001). 
Today IB is still pre-eminent, with books ‘being published in 17 languages in over 40 
countries’ (Intervisual Books, n.d.). 
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books, and Scholastic Australia has a partnership with LEGO based on Bionicle 

(Scholastic and Lego 2004), while Jennifer Rowe’s Yo Yo (ABC Books) series has a 

companion soft toy for the young. 190  

 

Board books, ‘the backbone of the infant market’ and the ‘educational tool as teething 

ring’ (Martin 2001: E3), have diversified too, into adaptations of existent picture 

books, said to have ‘first appeared in 1991, when Harper Collins published a 

Goodnight Moon board book’ (Raugust 1998a). Those adaptations that ‘work’ are 

simple texts whose artwork can be converted to the format without a loss of integrity, 

and it has been seen that the ‘over-production’ (Francis quoted Sheahan-Bright 

2003a: 22) of some board books which are inappropriate to the format, get ‘weeded 

out’ by slowing sales. Australian illustrator/writers Alison Lester, Jan Ormerod and 

Bob Graham, have each received this sort of packaging. 191

 

Domestic accessories as a vertical sales strategy are developing 192 although they are 

limited by the Australian market’s size and the tendency for global successes such 

as Harry Potter to dominate franchising. UK author Lauren Child marketed her 

character Clarice Bean successfully in the 1990s, representing  

 
a breed of children’s writer who embrace consumerism and see nothing 
wrong with being commercial… Merchandising is Clarice Bean’s raison 
d’etre… The only reason Child started writing books was to create a vehicle 
for a character that would end up on rucksacks, drawers and cups. (Williams 
2002)  

 

Child qualifies this by saying that she is not just interested in money. ‘These will be 

lovely objects to own’ (Williams 2002), she counters, and she has won a Kate 

Greenaway Medal in the process. Australian artists such as Alison Lester have 

similar potential to become part of a child’s everyday lifestyle and also boost book 
sales.  
                                                                                                                                                                      
189 Angelina Ballerina celebrated her tenth birthday in 1993, by which time ‘there were nine 
picture books, two board books and doll-and-book package’ (Bodin 1993a). 
190 There are other Australian TV properties which have produced books and dolls, for 
example, Wiggles and Bananas in Pyjamas.   
191 Mini-Gift Book (reduced-scale format) versions of bestselling picture books have also been 
enthusiastically championed in the Australian market with Robert Ingpen’s Idle Bear; Kerry 
Argent’s One Woolly Wombat and Julie Vivas and Mem Fox’s Possum Magic. In the mid-
1990s Australia Post launched a boxed gift-book set of such miniatures including the latter 
two titles and Pamela Allen’s Who Sank the Boat?  
192 Winnie the Pooh has his own exclusive collectable crockery and stationery lines; 
Goosebumps spawned everything from stationery to sneakers that feature 3-D soles that 
allow wearers to make skeleton footprints (Benezra 1996: 2). Tomie De Paola, the US 
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Clothing is another area of merchandising to have been developed, e.g. decorated 

with Peter Rabbit and Paddington Bear as ‘branding’ labels, and books can generate 

further spin-offs, such as the blanket promotion of Guess How Much I Love You by 

Sam McBratney with a huge range of merchandise. DK Ink’s Neal Porter summed up 

Bologna 97: ‘It’s guess how much I love my teddy bear who’s missing his button eye 

and looking for a new owner, with Sara Fanelli-like art and a value-added plush toy’ 

(Publishers Weekly 1997h). Joint food and book promotions 193 have appeared in 

Australia, too, with ‘shelves…stacked with Rugrats Milk Smoothies Fruit Snacks, 

Pokémon crazy lollipops and The Wiggles Spaghetti Shapes’ (McGilvray 2000: 4). 

Why not a Griffiths burger or a Jennings smoothie? 194 Similarly, kids’ clubs can ‘add 

value’ by enhancing sales: Penguin Books Australia has launched an online Kids 

Zone which advertises an Aussie Bites Children’s Book Club; Scholastic has a similar 

web zone. 195 Australian children’s authors may look more to this sort of marketing in 

future.    

 

In short, production will be increasingly influenced by factors which, although typical 

of the industry, have been enhanced by globalism.  

 

3. Technology 
 

                                                                                                                                                                      
illustrator, releases his own catalogues and does proprietary deals with department stores on 
Christmas coffee mugs and other merchandise. 
193 In 1997 cereal was offered with Little Golden Books (Publishers Weekly 1997g) and 
Pritchard Marketing met with Smith’s and Scholastic with an idea which led to the creation of 
‘a 100-piece Goosebumps lenticular series’ (known as ‘tazos’) to be inserted in Smith’s Snack 
Foods leading to ‘the 59.8% increase in snack-food sales’ which Scholastic said made them 
the best licensing application that year and the hottest children’s property in the world’ 
(Pritchard 1997: 39), linked to properties as diverse as Star Wars and Disney cartoon 
characters. Goosebumps was also marketed with fast food and in joint promotions with 
‘Pepsi, Hershey Chocolate and Frito-Lay’ (Publishers Weekly 1996a) and in 2000 ‘more than 
25 licensed titles tied to food brands’ (Raugust 2000a) were available in the US. Disney has 
dabbled with such promotions but found them unpredictable; their line of Disney character 
branded children’s beverages and partnership with Kelloggs on cookies and crackers didn’t 
reach projected sales heights but nevertheless the juices made ‘a respectable $400 million 
globally in year one’ (Thompson 2002). One analyst warns that brands must be treated 
carefully, and that Disney may be taking these American icons and devaluing them by their 
omnipresence’ (Thompson 2002). 
194 The idea of such ‘value-added incentives’ can also be demonstrated by competitions 
which have led to unusual book and other media promotions, for example, S&S: ‘for Rugrats, 
we have a sweepstakes in conjunction with Nickelodeon where the winner gets to ride to 
school in a limousine for a month’ (Rosen 1997b). 
195 Ninemsn website has links to its Kids Club and to Hi-5 and Humphrey B. Bear.  
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Technological factors cause media owners to harness technology’s effect on 

‘content’ by convergence, which is  

 
where the media of carriage (telecommunications, computing, the 
electromagnetic spectrum), and media of content (newspapers and other print 
media, broadcasting) are being brought closer and closer together (in 
electronic communications such as telephony, facsimile). Media of content 
are typically point-to-multipoint in nature (television and broadcasting). 
(Cunningham and Turner 1993: 324)  

 

‘Bundled’ media aims to convert works into as many forms as possible; to create ‘a 

media package that promises to deliver [the] target audience – not just any audience’ 

(Levine 1990). Content is the seed from which other projects spring with film and TV 

tie-ins and re-releases, with book covers featuring the movie stars, e.g. Stuart Little 

with star Geena Davis. Books create movies, but movies also create books. The 

spectacular cross-promotion of Harry Potter and The Lord of the Rings, however, has 

changed the way the industry works so that when the Narnia series was made-over 

in a 2002 deal between Walden Media, Harper Collins and the author C.S. Lewis’s 

trustees, ‘the makers don’t just want to make a movie; they want to launch a 

franchise’ (Levine 2002). 196 The Australian animated film (2001) of Norman 

Lindsay’s The Magic Pudding (1918) scripted by Morris Gleitzman led to a book ‘based 

on the film’ written by S.R. Martin (Scholastic) which may have awakened new interest 

in the Australian classic. Other backlist titles have been filmed including Robin Klein’s 

Hating Alison Ashley (1985), starring Delta Goodrem (2003). Television programs such 

as the Seven Little Australians (ABC, 1973) 197 and the four series of Paul Jennings’ 

Round the Twist (1989, 1993, 1998, 2001) also ensure that works remain in print, as 

do audio tie-ins, but in general Australian licenses have been most successful in the 

pre-school market with properties such as the Wiggles™ and Hi-5.   

 
Starting with the arrival of the manuscript on disk, [technology has also] 
transformed book production, billing, distribution and bookstore management. 

                                                           
196 The Oscar-nominated film Billy Elliot had a book release adapted from the screenplay into 
a novel by Melvyn Burgess, released by The Chicken House in the UK and by Scholastic in 
the US (Eccleshare 2001: 4).  
197 There have been few greater ‘properties’ than the teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles which 
‘peaked’ in 1991, and Pokemon ten years later in 1999-2000. Both appealed to that 
notoriously difficult market segment – pre-teenage boys – Ninja turtles because of their 
humour, because they originated in comics and were ‘good stories’. ‘They weren’t born in a 
marketeer’s heart… Some things benefit from literary roots, and comics are the boys’ 
equivalent of literary roots’ (Raugust 2001b). Publishers continue to try and ‘license’ such 
boy-friendly licenses with newer titles such as Scooby-Doo.  
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With Amazon.com, the online bookstore, it has even changed the way books 
are bought. (Engelhardt 1997)  

 

Some publishers fear that  

 
for the first time in half a millennium, [they] “may lose control of their own 
package”…for any new, booklike electronic format will not be invented by a 
publisher. What, then, will a publisher control? Perhaps [he’ll be] only a holder 
of copyrights, a “content provider” for others. (Englehardt 1997)  

 

‘Content unknown’ describes the volatility of book format and delivery mechanisms, 

challenging both publishers’ sales and copyright control. Instead of the book having 

primacy, its possible translation into other media is driving book production.  

 
No new form is on the horizon, only the anxiety that precedes it... [T]races of 
today’s anxiety-ridden mood can be found in publishing’s ur-documents, 
which are not books but book catalogues and book contracts. (Engelhardt 
1997) 

 

Uncertainty leads to some books not being published, to opportunistic promotion, and 

to scurrilous contracting of authors aimed at protecting publishers’ rather than 

authors’ rights. ‘Catalogues bear a growing resemblance to The Midday Show guest 

list’ (Haigh 1996: 55) in ‘offering almost-movies, soon-to-be-riveting television 

performances, market-blanketing radio interviews, interactive Web site moments and 

charismatic personalities’ (Engelhardt 1997) – for content is no longer enough. 198 

Contracts painstakingly describe possible electronic formats such as ‘any other 

device or medium for electronic reproduction, publication, distribution or 

transmission, whether now or hereafter known or developed’ (Engelhardt 1997). 

Such limitless potential for product transformation can lead to exploitation of 

intellectual property with appropriation or unsympathetic treatment of writers’ content. 

Predictions are dangerous, mistakes costly, and the ‘use-by date’ of new technology 

is often mercilessly imminent.  

 

However, ‘content streaming’ should potentially increase a book’s exposure and 

canny publishers have capitalized on technology’s impact in new ways. Internet 

selling (with the growth of Amazon.Com and Barnes and Noble’s sites) poses both 

threat and opportunity, and the prediction of ‘London’s [imminent] demise as a major 

English language book publishing centre’ (Kelly 1998) if publishers and booksellers 

                                                           
198 For example, an Australian advertisement for Puffin Books shouts: ‘Pick of the Pack! Hook 
Into a Book With Puffin. Don’t miss this chance for your students to win Puffin books for 
themselves and their school… Closes Oct 16, 1998’ (Magpies 13, 4 [September 1998]: 2).  
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did not embrace electronic marketing methods, has made Australia even more 

vulnerable. Publishers – although slow to embrace the internet as a marketing tool 

because of problems such as protecting copyright, choosing the best optimum online 

presence, and evaluating the efficacy of this presence (Jobson 2001) – have begun 

to identify the benefits of online demands for backlist titles, the global reach of on-line 

purchasing, the new life for print-on-demand books, and more searchable 

catalogues. ‘Publishers are shifting, albeit slowly, to a view of the internet as an 

ancillary means to reach customers, rather than a threat to the printed word’ (Jobson 

2001). Some 199 have resorted to on-line selling, and in response, booksellers have 

created superstores, with ‘about 100,000 titles compared with an average 

independent’s range of between 8000 and 12,000’ (Jobson 2001). Collins opened the 

first superstore in Sydney in 1998 aiming to offer ‘instant’ delivery of the product.  

 

Internet promotion is also being used by publishers and authors whose sites include: 

catalogue information which is better than the print format because it allows a 

consumer to ‘sample’ product via text and illustrations; cheaper targeted promotion 

aimed at special interest audiences; 200 individual writer promotion with sites 

featuring biography, chapters, or characters, e.g. Lily Quench by Natalie Jane Prior 

(Home of Lily Quench 2004); searching facilities e.g. Scholastic allows searches by 

title and character, or to-read samples of Babysitter Club titles; and online teachers’ 

notes including author/illustrator interviews. Publishing functions are more efficient 

and  

responsive, with Penguin (Penguin Books Australia 2004) and authors such as Andy 

Griffiths (Andy Griffiths 2004) now accepting unsolicited manuscripts online and 

receiving email feedback from readers; future developments should include direct, 

faster communications with booksellers.   

 

Many publishers, though heavily committed to branding and licensing, are failing to 

make use of innovative internet sites to spread the brand name further. ‘Children 

recognize those golden arches, no doubt they can also make friends with publishers’ 

logos’ (Robinson 1997: 14). Scholastic and Penguin have two of the more interactive 

Australian sites, but many publishers have generic websites with simply   

 

                                                           
199 Such as IAD Press. 
200 Random House US ‘uses mini-sites and e-newsletters to communicate with middle-grade 
readers’ (Holt 2004) and the web ‘has become an integral part of Disney’s marketing machine 
which often uses online contests to promote book-and-movie properties such as Artemis Fowl 
and Lizzie McGuire’ (Holt 2004). 
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added-on children’s components, which are somewhat neglected, 
haphazardly compiled and poorly maintained… Those which do have on-line 
departments staff them conservatively, and…are not fully utilizing the internet 
as a marketing tool. (Jobson 2001: 21-28)  

 

These publishers fail to realize that media-savvy kids might be approached best via 

the internet. They   

 
tend to discredit children as serious on-line clients and are slow, for 
example, to take the e-book as a serious medium for children. Children have 
been a key target audience of films and TV series for several decades. Why 
then should web sites lag behind? (Jobson 2001: 21-28)  

 

Jobson outlines further possible interactive functions such as spaces for reviews and 

pointing out errors to favourite authors, but the problems attached to creating a viable 

online presence have been demonstrated by the closure of electronic publishing 

divisions in major houses and also the problems of the Publishers Web Association 

since it opened in the US in 1999 (Jobson 2001: 21-8).  

 

Media also influences access modes. ‘Electronic publishing is going to be the most 

significant industry of the 21st century [with] the demand for intellectual property in 

lots of different guises’ (O’Reilly quoted Hilts 1997) and will drive the development of 

electronic formats such as ‘handheld’ books or ‘electronic paper’ which can be bound 

together so that it  

 
looks and feels like a book. But this book has a plug on the back and the 
pages are blank. You charge it with text in a few seconds, unplug it and take it 
away to read… When you’re finished, later plug it back in, suck out the text 
images and download new text. (Negroponte quoted Hilts 1997)  

 

Currently it is easy to release an online version of a book before a printed copy. 201 

Random House was first to try this with the Lurker Files series by Scott Ciencin, 

which began as a ‘cyber soap’ (Rosen 1997c). ‘Hard to publish’ books such as 

translations could best be made available online, or in CDRom versions, which have 

been applied successfully, particularly with picture books, and ‘the most successful 

are those that make the best use of the medium’s potential for movement, action, 

sound and music – a potential it shares with video’ (Butler 1997). ‘The CD has had its 

day already. It’s static’ (Smolan quoted Hilts 1997), whereas ‘electronic 

encyclopedias have been the fastest growing segment of the multimedia industry’ 

(Milliot 1995a) and ‘70% of [Macmillan] computer titles have an electronic component 
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now’ (Flanders quoted Hilts 1997: 2). The internet can offer a reader not only the 

content of a book online, but its context as well, by hyperlinking it to related sources 

(Stevenson 1997). Scholastic US released 20 e-frontlist titles…slightly cheaper than 

the printed version, with a free title, ‘to build interest in a youth market already 

comfortable with technology…as promotional, merchandising and marketing vehicles 

for the upcoming print editions’ (Reid 2001: 12), and in 2002 the International 

Children’s Digital Library was launched and will hold about 10,000 books targeted at 

children aged three to thirteen, accessible to 100 different cultures in more than 

fifteen languages (Hananel 2002). 202

 

Media influence on literacy can encourage ‘at their simplest level, passive 

involvement and reception, and at their most sophisticated level, an ability to 

immerse youngsters in worlds created by large entertainment corporations’ (Somers 

1995: 208). Virtual reality (Somers 1995: 203) makes this visually literate generation 

adept at entering into and inventing their own stories via ‘a nonlinear, nonhierarchical 

means of communication’ (Dresang 1997). Nickelodeon marketing says that ‘Kids as 

young as four are going on to the website and we have a database of 93,000’ 

(McGilvray 2000: 5) subscribers. Pan Macmillan Australia found that ‘ninety percent 

of e-mail response’ to its site had been from kids (Robinson 1997: 13). Contemporary 

young readers spend their leisure time reading highly illustrated magazines, playing 

video games, ‘watching’ music and imbibing sophisticated advertising campaigns. 

They don’t turn the TV off when visitors arrive because,  

 
It would be like telling one of my friends to shut up and sit in the corner… 
Kids don’t so much watch the box as interact with it… Their education and 
their media experience are framing their view of the world and of the 
products being marketed to them. (McCaughan 1994: 15-16)  

 

All this watching makes them sophisticated consumers, aware of issues previous 

generations weren’t supposed to know anything about. ‘Teenagers have a cultural 

cycle of between four and six months…are impulsive…but…have disposable dollars 

and…are willing to spend’ (Marketing 1994: 36). Not easily fooled, brand and image 

conscious, and highly visually literate, their skills are being applied by writers of 

literature for young people, too. The ‘remote control rules’ leading to publishing 

responses such as Harper Collins’ MasterPiece series (1995-), and picture books for 
                                                                                                                                                                      
201 Both Stephen King in the US and Bryce Courtenay in Australia trialled releasing books in 
this way.   
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older readers such as Gary Crew and Steven Woolman’s graphic novel Tagged (Era, 

1997) and Isobelle Carmody and Shaun Tan’s Dreamwalker (Lothian, 2001). Media 

influence on book packaging means competition with ads and computer games, 

featuring bolder, hipper more sophisticated covers incorporating computer graphics, 

embossing, foil, matte laminations, holograms, photographic images and series 

designs to make them readily identifiable; more like mass market covers targeting an 

ambiguous age to widen appeal. Interior design has changed too – typography, 

layout, design, and structure feature mixed media with fewer rules governing what 

can be done within a picture book’s confines. Media influence on topics in fiction was 

also dramatically demonstrated by the appearance of Gillian Rubinstein’s Space 

Demons (1986) which used technology as plot and thematic device, and recent 

works such as James Valentine’s JumpMan (Random House, 2002) and JumpMan 

Rule 2 (Random House, 2003) continue the trend.  

 

A UK survey into the challenges associated with multimedia influence on book 

publishing identified:  

 
Modification of corporate culture, internal structures and processes, branding 
of the company’s chosen multimedia identity; focusing on the added value 
element of multimedia products; promotion of organisational learning, 
innovation and creativity in the company; and sourcing necessary skills 
effectively. (Anthoney, Royle and Johnson 2000: 269-278)  

 

Some Australian companies such as Kidcorp and Funtastic formed in the 1990s to 

create children’s ‘content’. Kidcorp’s mission 203 was to create children’s ‘properties 

with wide merchandising potential’ (Kidcorp 2004) which led in 1997 to the creation of 

Yowie Power, ‘one of the most successful children’s products in Australian marketing 

history’ (Yowiepower.com 2004). By June 1999 Cadbury’s Dairy Milk Chocolate 

Yowies had sold 65 million units, but Yowie Power had also established itself as a 

‘credible voice in environmental education’ and the Yowie Ecology Resource pack 

was distributed free to primary schools in Australia and New Zealand. Yowie Books 

have sold over one million copies, and with Yowie Magazine, Kidcorp has also 

developed an extensive range of Yowie merchandise, including toys, games, 

clothing, shampoo and bodyboards. Similarly, Funtastic Limited formed in 1994 and 

became a public company in 2000, producing eight main product categories, 

                                                                                                                                                                      
202 The International Children’s Digital Library has been developed by the University of 
Maryland and the Internet Archive, a San Francisco-based non-profit organization. (The 
International Children’s Digital Library 2004) 
203 With directors author Bryce Courtenay, former Scholastic employee Terry Hughes, and 
Geoff Pike, a pioneer of Australian animated cartoons.  
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including books, and to the year ended 30 June 2004 announced a profit after tax of 

$3.4 million. Licensing of ‘classic brands’ such as Bob the Builder, Thomas the Tank 

Engine ™, Spider Man ™, The Wiggles™ and Barbie ™ are a considerable part of its 

success and it is also developing its own brands (Funtastic 2004).    

 

In the context of change occasioned by new media influence, UK publishing 

personnel suggest that ‘what is required is not so much a question of technology, as 

of change in management and organizational issues’ (Anthoney, Royle and Johnson 

2000: 269-278). The Australian Ad Rem report concluded that ‘collaboration and 

consolidation’ (Accenture 2001: 25) should be key change agents which in the highly 

competitive book trade isn’t easy. In the previous chapter, however, we’ve seen how 

some publishers have implemented these processes, and technological change 

represents perhaps their greatest challenge for ongoing success.  

 

4. Distribution 
 

Distribution of children’s books, exacerbated in Australia’s geographical 

circumstances, is affected by three factors. First, advertising and promotional 

strategies present problems since books are  

 
random access devices [and] “inherently a medium that provides information 
in a highly selected way to a selected audience of persons interested in 
particular information. Getting people to try the product through the use of 
mass-market tactics for consumer goods is a worthy goal, except for one 
problem: in most cases, each book is a new product with a new message.” 
(Coser, Kadushin and Powell 1982: 200-1)  

 

Publishers, in order to separate one book from the vast horde of other available 

products and books, to ‘position’ that one title in the public mind (Carter 1998) use 

three marketing techniques: ‘marketing “staples” – books that are unchanging, or 

relatively so’ (Coser, Kadushin and Powell 1982: 210), 204 ‘brand marketing’, 205 or 

thirdly, they concentrate on ‘blockbusters’ (Coser, Kadushin and Powell 1982: 202). 

The marketing of those books which don’t fit into these categories is historically 

tackled differently, by relying on ‘inspiration, intuition and experience’ or ‘word of 

mouth’ (Coser, Kadushin and Powell 1982: 203) which is (precariously) viewed as 

the most decisive selling technique. ‘A house’s interest in a book declines as it 

moves from the editor’s desk…the book trade has always placed a great emphasis  
                                                           
204 A technique used by reference and encyclopedia salespeople, and also by book club 
organizers. 
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on indirect promotion’ (Lane 1980: 26) and ‘the typical book’s passage starts with a 

bang and ends with a whimper’ (Lane 1980: 27). If Richard Walsh’s pessimistic view 

that publishing ‘is an inherently unprofitable human pursuit’ (Burn and Tredinnick 

1994: 85) is true, then publishers are generally relying on faith rather than on market 

observations. While ‘opinion leaders’ (Coser, Kadushin and Powell 1982: 202) and 

influential ‘networks and circles’ (Coser, Kadushin and Powell 1982: 205) can provide 

a key to where promotion is best directed, what generally happens is that the books 

which need the least promotion (those that fit into the three categories above) attract 

the most targeted marketing strategies, while the rest are marketed via guesswork, or 

strategies akin to a belief in alchemy which will miraculously bring the gold to the 

surface. When there are exceptions to this rule, they are spectacular – Harry Potter, 

or Australian Natalie Prior’s Lily Quench series which has been released in eight 

countries (Sheahan-Bright 2004b). Most Australian successes have been sold as 

‘brand names’ rather than as works in their own right – Griffiths, Rodda, Jennings, 

Marsden and Gleitzman are examples whose popularity has often ironically obscured 

their talents. While quality books were once sold by a ‘polite’ circle of people in 

traditional trade departments, it was predicted in 1982 that they would find 

themselves on the ‘periphery’ of ‘the different mode of operation required for the new 

market’ (Coser, Kadushin and Powell 1982: 212) in which many partners are ‘non-

book’ people. 206 Instead of relying on locating a small group of potential readers, the 

new marketing world relies on penetrating a mass audience. Publishing business is 

now more about show business than ever before.  

 

Second, Australian distribution is expensive and the Australian trade is beset by two 

major costs: of returns and inventory levels.  

 
In 2000, 13 per cent of all books distributed in Australia were returned 
representing an industry-wide cost of approximately $101 million. Of this total 
cost, 82 percent was incurred by publishers and 18 per cent by booksellers. 
(Accenture 2001: 15) 

 

It was suggested that by collaborative strategies to ‘reduce returns to an average of 

seven per cent, the industry would capture an estimated $47 million a year’ 

(Accenture 2001: 16). The cost of warehousing stock or inventory is at an 

unconscionable high, indicating that it hasn’t kept pace with other industries and ‘in 

2000, publishers and booksellers had annual stock levels of $825 million in the stock 

chain, equivalent to 317 days of supply’ (Accenture 2001: 16). Thus, collaboration in 
                                                                                                                                                                      
205 Suggesting that the flavour and image of a series are unchanging. 
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the area of inventory management could lead to ‘savings of approximately $39 

million’ and in managing write-offs to ‘a saving of at least $9 million…each year’ 

(Accenture 2001: 16). Despite book sales rising from $1.5 billion in 1996 to $1.9 

billion in 2000 representing 140 million books, profits to the four industry partners – 

authors, book printers, publishers and booksellers – had ‘declined from 11.1 per cent 

to 7.6 percent’ (Accenture 2001: 4) between 1994 and 2000, with printers most 

seriously ‘from 13 per cent in 1994 to 2 per cent in 2000’ (Accenture 2001: 5) as a 

result of offshore printing.  

 

Publishers have been the second largest losers as a result of price competition and 

increased costs, declining ‘from 49 percent in 1994 to 44 percent in 2000’ (Accenture 

2001: 5). Authors have seen their share of value increase from 19 per cent to 35 

percent between 1994 and 2000, due to publishing growth and the strength of 

Australian titles. Booksellers have remained stable going from 19 to 20 per cent 

share of value between 1994 and 2000, but their actual value has decreased as a 

result of ‘different channel mixes, greater discounting and increased occupancy 

costs’ (Accenture 2001: 5). By 2001-2 these figures had not grown; a total of 130 

million books with a sales value of $1,341million (ABS 2004) were sold, and 

publishers’ profit margins fell by 4.6% between 2000-1 and 2001-2 (ABS 2004). ‘In 

2000, the average distribution cost of publishers was $0.63 cents a book’ (Accenture 

2001: 17) and the report recommended that distribution should be consolidated to 

‘realize savings of approximately $50 million a year’ (Accenture 2001: 19). Despite 

the industry’s traditional resistance to such consolidation, companies like Allen & 

Unwin have merged their distribution with Hodder Headline as Alliance Distribution 

Services (ADS) leading to ‘significant cost savings’ (Printing Industries Association of 

Australian and Australian Publishers Association 2001: 44) and others have united 

under the Australian Book Group (Australian Book Group 2004) representing 

eighteen publishers including Black Dog Books, Magabala Books and Hyland House.   

 

Finally, the range of distribution outlets including trade (booksellers and book chains) 
207, mass market (general retail stores, book merchandisers, discount stores, 

supermarkets, department stores), niche, direct mail, education, libraries and library  

                                                                                                                                                                      
206 Oprah Winfrey has more influence than a US editor on whether a book will sell. 
207 Trade booksellers include general booksellers or independents such as Mary Ryan or 
Coaldrake’s in Brisbane, book chains such as the three big Australians Bookworld/A&R, 
Dymocks and Collins with US company Borders now offering a challenge to them; and the 
specialist children’s booksellers such as Bloomin’ Books and the Children‘s Bookshop in 
Sydney, and The Little Bookroom in Melbourne.  
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suppliers, and on-line markets, all of which were once more-clearly divided, with 

libraries playing a crucial role, have recently been less clearly discernible with library 

influence declining in favour of the retail market. 2001 total sales were divided with 

book chains reaping the largest share of $391 million; booksellers next at $337 

million; direct sales at $308 million (18 percent); mass merchants at $223 million; 

wholesalers at $183 million; campus shops at $178 million and department stores at 

$62 million (Accenture 2001: 4). 208 Parents’ purchases are made from a variety of 

outlets with 55% from book chains, and less from variety stores and school book 

clubs which also predominate, with purchases from specialist children’s booksellers 

being correspondingly lower [see Table G]. Library influence has determined the 

trade’s longstanding preference for hardback books, but in the 1980s, with the 

appearance of the ‘trade paperback’ which sold to cash-strapped libraries, 

booksellers bemusedly observed their traditional hardback sales decline:  

  
These are people we like to support, as they have the interest of children’s 
writing at heart. What small publishers are asking themselves increasingly is: 
if the outlets that have traditionally supported children’s literature cannot 
support Australian children’s publishing by selling enough books, can 
publishers afford to keep supporting them? Would we not be better off selling 
through high-volume suppliers, bypassing the traditional ways of selling 
children’s books? At least then we’d be selling our print runs and therefore 
doing the best by the author. (Godden 1994: 220)  

 

During the 1990s sales grew through ‘non-traditional’ retail outlets such as 

supermarkets (Big W, K-Mart), department stores (Myer/Grace Brothers and Target), 

and chain stores, enabling publishers to capitalize on cross-merchandising [see 

Table G]. Harry Potter has been said to have exacerbated this trend:   

 
According to industry sources, the deep discounting of bestsellers over the 
past 12 months has turned Australia’s department stores and big-chain 
general retailers into formidable players in the local book world by boosting 
their market share from 3.5 to 17 per cent. (Elias 2002)  

 

Book Track 209 estimated that sales of Harry Potter in the month before Christmas 

2001,‘represented 4 per cent of the total dollar value of book sales and 6 per cent of 

the unit value’ (Elias 2002). Some fear that discounting up to 30 per cent ‘will tip the 

scales against the traditional bookshops’ (Elias 2002). Leading UK publishers have 

anticipated these trends by brokering ’deals’ with mass market outlets:   

 

                                                           
208 The Ad Rem study does not distinguish online sales from companies such as 
Amazon.Com which must surely be a factor too. 
209 Book Track is the industry’s sales measurement introduced in late 2000. 
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When Sainsbury, one of the major British supermarkets, did a deal with 
Walker Books in the late 1980s, there was an outcry from some bookshops, 
who saw this selling of quality books at lower prices as a threat to their 
business… The latest British deal in this field has been between Safeway and 
Julia Macrae Books, the first titles being launched as “Superbooks” in October 
1992, with the message, “Safeway Superbooks offers a choice for every child, 
every taste, every pocket”. (Altbach and Hoshino 1995: 27)  

 

Curiously, though, Rosalind Price recently commented on the moves into Australia by 

Hardie Grant Egmont, Funtastic and Hinkler Books with mass market properties: ‘I 

don’t think I am in direct competition with the mass end of the market. Our publishing 

is not designed to go through K-Mart and Woolworths’ (Bantick 2003: 8).  

 

This ‘standoff’ between the traditional and the mass market is historical, for while 

mass market outlets have generally responded to sales figures in their ordering 

patterns, bookshops have aimed to provide less popular titles and also to create 

reader interest, rather than simply responding to it. More recently, though, book 

chains such as Borders, Barnes and Noble, Watersons (UK) and Collins (Australia), 

have tried to combine the potential market of a non-traditional outlet with the care 

and attention and knowledge possessed by a generic book trade outlet, strategies 

which may yet create powerful new market players. It has been estimated that 33% 

of Australian book buyers in 2000 chose book chains as their preferred outlets as 

opposed to 12% from independents and 4% from department stores (A.C. Nielsen 

2001: 9). Moreover, the chains say that they’re able to offer what the department 

stores can’t, for the latter are ‘restricted by the limited range they can carry and by 

the limited space they are prepared to give to their book departments’ (Elias 2002), 

whereas a store like Dymocks (Sydney) ‘carries up to 200,000 titles (1.5 million 

books) and employs people with a ‘passion’ for books. However, in 1996 a US survey 

estimated that ‘independent and chain book stores accounted for only 15% of the 

total consumer market for children’s books’ (Rosen 1997b: 6) with discount stores (K-

Mart and Wal-Mart) reported to be selling 30% of all children’ s books (Latrobe and 

Schwartz-Porter 1996), with all the related properties, whereas bookshops can rarely 

take the risk in stocking such a wide variety of non-book materials and ‘the dividing 

line between trade and mass market as product is blurring’ (Lodge 1997a: 7). Toy 

Stores, too, are increasingly selling books, which has implications because of the 

different buying patterns of 'impulse buyers' so that 'low-end' products with 

recognizable names are sought. The toy store buyer seeks ‘the unusual’, and toy 

stores stock ‘one-off’ items, rather than keeping a full range of a publisher’s output 

(Rosen 1997a: 3), requiring a different concept of ‘viable product’:  
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This growth spurt was brought about by three industry trends, all of them 
dramatically favoring big chains with deep cash reserves. The first is price 
wars, in which the biggest mega-chains systematically undersell all their 
competitors; the second is the practice of blitzing out the competition by 
setting up chain-store “clusters”. The third trend…is the arrival of the palatial 
flagship superstore, which appears on prime real estate and acts as a three-
dimensional ad for the brand. (Klein 2000: 132)  

 

Publishers with strong institutional lists have also entered mass-market publishing 210 

with Random House promoting Christine Harris or Margaret Clark and local 

companies such as Lothian Books pursuing ‘special sales’ with Robert Ingpen’s 

classic Idle Bear and Lorette Broekstra’s Baby Bear series.  

 

This mass market has until recently been largely associated with paperbacks (which 

didn’t arrive in Australia until first Puffin, and then Scholastic, began to import them) 

which allowed cheaper publication, and the dissemination of new ideas quickly, by 

creating ‘instant’ books on topical subjects leading to the growth of the ‘bestseller’. 

The blurring between the mass and ‘quality’ markets began early in this process, for 

not only did blockbuster authors achieve success, but many literary authors did too. 
211 However, paperback prices have risen so that even more visibly now there is a 

transition of literary product to mass markets and a blurring of the boundaries 

between them. As Cowen makes clear, ‘successful high culture usually comes out of 

a healthy and prosperous low culture’ (Cowen 1998: 1-2); and as Gedin elaborated:    

 
The conflict between [the increasingly dominant] mass culture and [the more 
exclusive] elite culture is one of the central problems in the changing of 
cultural patterns taking place in the mass society. (Gedin 1975: 112)   

 

For those wishing to publish literary and popular works, it is possible to ‘[break] out of 

the cultivated circuit to enter the popular circuit’ (Gedin 1975: 194) as the change in 

children’s publishing from a library market to a mass market has demonstrated.     

 
The children’s entertainment and media industry – comprising television, 
films, home video, audio recording, publishing in all formats, radio and 
interactive software – has grown into a viable stand-alone business over the 
last decade. It is no longer a subset of mainstream, primarily adult-targeted 
entertainment and media. (Raugust 1997c: 1) 

                                                           
210 And conversely ‘literary’ authors ‘such as the Provensons, started out as mass market 
authors’. (Donovan 1991) 
211 The novel some describe as the ‘father’ of the young adult fiction novel The Catcher in the 
Rye (1953) was one of these huge successes. Paperbacking also created interest amongst 
global companies which began to view publishers as investments and, from the late 1960s, to 
take them over.   
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But the challenge to the producer in this environment is that ‘creating and marketing  

children’s entertainment carries social implications not associated with media 

directed at an older audience’ (Raugust 1997c: 5).  

 

In the increasingly fragmented media industries, producers employ niche or direct 

marketing which ‘refers to a distinct combination of resources that can support 

organizations with similar goals, boundaries, and activities’ (Turow 1992b: 25) to give 

each customer what they want in the exact format they request it in. Globalization 

may ‘force the creation of boutique publishers who will publish into niches’ (Virden 

quoted Roback 2000): small publishers are finding that as their big company 

competitors have grown, even big-name authors are seeking the publisher with a 

niche focus. ‘Books like we publish – regional books – are going from niche to 

national’ (Jenney quoted Roback 2000). Children’s marketers generally have been 

aware of the market’s diversity, where:   

 
There are babes and toddlers (0-2), preschoolers (3-5), kids (5-7), the tweens 
(8-12) and teens (13 plus). The industry is talking about even further 
segmentations to cater for the new online generation. [Such] “micro-targeting” 
can address specific genders, lifestyles and attitudes. (McGilvray 2000: 4)  

 

The children’s publishing industry has quietly and universally recognized this in its 

age-based and audience-based approaches. There are inherent dangers though, for  

 
children growing up in a hyper-segmented environment might come to believe 
that the pictures of division reflect the real thing. While allegiances to primary 
media communities may engender a tight sense of community within groups, 
they may reinforce suspicion, lack of empathy, and alienation across groups. 
(Turow 1997b) 

Nevertheless, examples of successful niche markets currently prevalent are as 

follows: 

  

• Book Club Marketing 212 comprises strategies relating to bulk sales, 

cheapness and special editions, and is the most influential aspect of the 

Australian trade. It has  

 
successfully pioneered by Scholastic, which operated in both the 
United States and Britain…[although] in Britain, the most far-reaching 
book club is currently operated in conjunction with Puffin Books. 
(Altbach and Hoshino 1995: 24)  

                                                           
212 Which in the US is controlled by three big players – Scholastic, Pages and Troll, with 
Scholastic the largest, and in Canada by Scholastic. 
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Scholastic has no competition in Australian schools, having taken over Troll 

and a number of other shortlived enterprises, and ‘between 50 and 65 per 

cent of all children’s books are taken up by the Scholastic Book Club and 

about one-sixth by Australian Standing Orders’ (Hely 1998: 22) so that  

 
what Scholastic determines is suitable for schools may be based in 
part on library determinants, but is increasingly also driven by mass 
market thinking. In 1995-6 Scholastic’s “sales rose 11 per cent to 
$104.4 million, up from $93.7 million in the previous year”. (Hely 1998: 
19) 

 
Although Scholastic publishes a diverse range of Australian trade titles, sales 

of titles such as Goosebumps, Animorphs, Babysitters Club, Horrible 

Histories and Enid Blyton may have also generated the book club growth, and 

clearly Scholastic’s book clubs are here to stay. 213

 

• Book Fairs comprise targeted school sales organized by a publisher or book 

supplier. Scholastic sometimes also forms ‘strategic partnerships’ (Sanislo 

1995: 2) with other publishers and produces special products for these 

fairs.214  

 

• Proprietary Deals are struck with outlets such as Target to produce an edition 

solely for their market. Though useful in supplementing sales, one publisher 

called it ‘a relatively terrifying development. When bookstores start creating 

their own imprints, it’s not too far a stretch that it might affect our core 

business’ (Lottman 1998: 3). Often these deals are non-exclusive i.e. the 

book is available elsewhere but not in the special format created for the deal, 

e.g. ‘A Rainbow Fish journal (created by North-South) for Barnes and Noble’ 

(Rosen 1996b). Weldon Owen, an Australian company, has been 

determinedly global in its focus by coordinating such deals with overseas 

clients, and produces children’s reference books (Weldon Owen 2004). The 

advantage, as with book clubs, is the exposure to large markets frequented 

by non-book buyers. 

  
                                                           
213 The Doubleday Children’s Book Club which targets individuals for membership via 
brochures and online is another significant player in the general Australian market 
(Doubleday 2004).  
214 In the US, Pages Book Fairs also began to create ‘niche fairs’ (Milliot 1996a) for schools 
with a particular ethnic clientele. 
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• Targeted ‘Brand’ Publishing for age or special interest groups refers to books 

identified by a ‘brand’ which  

 
connotes many things in the children’s book industry. It can refer to a 
traditional corporate brand, such as LEGO, which has become 
associated with a book series. It can be used to describe a licensed 
property, such as the Muppets. It can even be a synonym for a 
character, imprint or series, such as DK’s Eyewitness line. (Raugust 
1997a)  

 

One of the most successful brands in recent times has been Pokémon, 

whose mass market sales ‘helped save Golden Books’ (Raugust 2000b: 3) 

temporarily from financial hardship. Scholastic, which holds trade rights to the 

name, has recorded massive sales. An author’s name, too, can become a 

‘brand’, and R.L. Stine was as much an identifier as is his creation, 

Goosebumps. Australians Paul Jennings and Andy Griffiths have similar 

brand value. The market has also become increasingly segmented with age 

categories and interest groups being assigned their own series, but despite 

concerns that series can be less challenging, the ‘up’ side is that ‘the right 

touch can bring out bookworms in any market…especially for boys who are 

so often disenchanted with reading, horror is doing the job’ (Dunleavy 1993: 

3). 215 Another outcome is the potential for capturing multiple markets by 

different packaging for the same title, 216 and such ‘crossover’ books are  

                                                                                                                                                                      
 
215 Stine’s Goosebumps and Fear Street books spawned a plethora of series for older readers 
e.g. Bonechillers, Dead Time, and Animorphs. 
216 Philip Pullman’s The Golden Compass was released by Random House Audiobooks, 
Ballantine Books Fantasy Imprint, and Knopf Books for Younger Readers at the same time 
with a $250,000 marketing budget (Alderdice 1996). 
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currently in vogue with many Australian publishers, thereby widening the 

markets of authors such as Melina Marchetta, Joanne Horniman, Maureen 

McCarthy, Nadia Wheatley and Sonya Hartnett (Sheahan-Bright 2003b: 14-

16,18). 217  

 

• Direct Mail or Special Offers are aided by electronic technology and 

databasing and often offered online. ‘Time Life education…mails its 

catalogues to 100,000 librarians and 50,000 school administrators’ (Milliot 

1995a: 1), and Dymocks’ chain of booksellers in Australia emails newsletters. 

Automated inventory systems have enabled ‘highly segmented, targeted 

marketing’ (Miller 1999: 19) so that chains can develop a profile of users and 

their previous purchases and offer incentives to buy similar products. Leading 

Australian companies in this area include Lifetime Distributors which offers 

packages at shop fronts and is the largest direct marketing company in 

Australia. 218 

 

• Some companies establish themselves solely to distribute in niche areas. For 

example, Sealight Books (Sealight Books 2004) began in 2001 in South-east 

Queensland to sell graphic novels and quality comics to educational and 

public libraries.  

 

• Book advertising also appears in non-conventional outlets frequented by kids, 

such as food chains. Scholastic US recently launched a huge campaign for 

Australian author Andy Griffiths’ The Day My Butt [‘Bum’ in Australian 

editions] Went Psycho, by advertising it in the restrooms of 170 family 

restaurants! Between April and October 2003, it sold 240,000 copies (Bean 

2003). 219 Cross-promotion can occur via a relationship with other 

organizations too, such as Australia Post (Australia Post 2004) which 

released a 2002 stamp series to promote John Marsden’s fantasy The Magic 

                                                           
217 The magazine market, too, has targeted teenage girls or sports or computer fanatics, and 
‘print will increasingly play a role as a mass market branding tool, which will provide 
advertisers with a vehicle to reach highly targeted audiences when they need to communicate 
more complex information’ (Chipperfield 1996: 25). For example, some US magazines are 
being produced in different editions for different target audiences.  
218 Starting in NSW in 1990, based in the home of one of the two directors, Mark Bonella and 
Terry Kinsella, Lifetime Distributors has become Australia’s largest direct marketing company 
selling over 3.5 million adult and children’s books per year, and in 1998 was franchised, 
enabling it to grow even further (Lifetime Distributors 2004).  
219 The sequel Zombie Butts from Uranus (2004) received the same treatment. 

 331



Rainforest (Pan Macmillan) and has issued book-related stamp series in the 

past. 220 

 

In contrast to these niche approaches it is useful to consider the role of the library 

market 221 in which the ‘ebbs and flows’ in funding specialist youth library services and 

collections has played a dominant role in impacting upon purchase and promotion of 

Australian books for young people. Real growth in education libraries occurred after 

WWII, just as children’s publishing began to develop, so it is tempting to place even 

greater emphasis on library influence on Australian children’s publishing than 

elsewhere. Biskup’s (1994) gloomy overview of funding support revealed an economic 

downturn in both schools and public libraries after the mid-1980s; though curriculum 

changes have led to an increased market for Australian children’s books, government 

cutbacks have dealt the educational market a severe blow. Centralized library services 

for schools have largely been disbanded or merged with curriculum policy units, ‘in the 

name of two precepts, one administrative (“devolution of authority from the centre”) the 

other educational (“resource-based learning in a holistic context”)’ (Biskup 1994: 197). 

While costs have been cut and some overlap between departments may have 

decreased, there has been a ‘general downgrading of library services in the overall 

department structure’ (Biskup 1994: 199). Hence there has been a gradual decline in 

the publisher’s confidence in the library market:   

 
Schools and libraries have less money to spend on books (and much of what 
they have now goes on computer hardware and software). Hardback picture 
books now have a very limited trade market (partly because there are too 
many books competing with each other; partly because they are now over 
$20 and therefore perceived by many as too expensive). The main access to 
the school library market is via one efficient company which commands high 
discounts because it buys in large quantities. High discounts to booksellers 
mean lower profits for publishers and lower incomes for authors. Books also 
compete with many other sources of information and entertainment for 
children's time, attention and money. The growth of film, TV, video, computer 
games and the internet – all deeply attractive to kids – challenges the role of 
children’s books. (Sheahan-Bright 1999c: 9)  

 
In the 1980s it was presciently observed that  

                                                           
220 Targeted marketing strategies also influence traditional bookselling methods so that ‘big’ 
children’s titles are now released with strict ‘laydown’ dates (this practice, begun in adult 
publishing, heavily advertises a date of release and sticks to it) (Maughan 2003). Such ‘bang 
for the buck’ exposure has been applied to Rowling’s Harry Potter, to Madonna’s first 
children’s book The English Roses (2002), and in Australia to authors like John Marsden. It is 
said this is fairer to retailers too, since it offers them a ‘level playing field’ (Maughan 2003). 
221 Sales of educational materials to the education market has been mentioned in this study 
but is beyond its parameters, although it obviously impacts on children’s trade sales.  
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the Australian library system…is overstrained in terms of being required to 
meet its traditional service oriented role in providing free access to books at a 
community level, as well as keep up with the impact of computer technology. 
(Lewis 1987: 18)  

 

Library borrowing is strong, as evidenced by ‘the proportion of children’s books in the 

total PLR Master Sample score…[which had] risen from under 11 percent in 1979 to 

20 percent in 1989’ (Korporeal 1990: 34). By 2003-4, it was said (by Paul Bootes, 

Acting Manager of Lending Rights) that 60 percent of PLR payments were made to 

children’s authors   (Australia. Department of Communications, Information 

Technology and the Arts 2004). Similarly with Educational Lending Right (ELR), 

introduced in 2000-1, leading ‘in May 2004, to payments totalling $10.23 million to 

7,981 Australian authors, compilers, editors, illustrators and translators and 304 

Australian publishers whose books are held in educational libraries’ (Schools 

Cataloguing Information Service 2004) and approximately 90 percent of ELR 

payments were to children’s authors.  

 

But library budgets for trade books have not grown, a trend supported by schools 

sales. In 1993, for example, an ‘alarming year on year decline of 8.55% on total sales 

into the primary school market’ (Curtain 1993: 19) was recorded. 222 By 1997-8 the 

Australian market for trade children’s books represented sales of $56.9 million 

(hardback) and $74.5 million (paperback) (Australia Dept of Communication and the 

Arts 1998: 11) but local publishing represented $14.9 million (hardback) and $30.2 

million (paperback) (Australia Dept of Communication and the Arts 1998: 13) with 

imports accounting for $41.1 million (hardback) and $35.3 million (paperback) 

(Australia Dept of Communication and the Arts 1998: 13). Though between 1989 and 

1992 numbers of children’s books published grew from ‘662 to 1,112’ (Australia 

Prices Surveillance Authority 1995: 32), of all books sold in 1993, Australian books 

were only ‘50.8 per cent’ (Australia Prices Surveillance Authority 1995: 32) of the 

total, and in a market threatened by overseas imports and future further competition  

with electronic sales, it seems that declining institutional buying power has not been 

sufficiently acknowledged by several industry enquiries. The Industries Assistance 

Commission report The Publishing Industry (Industries Assistance Commission 

                                                           
222 This resulted in ‘three international publishers with significant stakes in the primary school 
market [making] major moves. HBJ pulled right out…; Jacaranda sold its primary list to Rigby; 
and Nelson restricted its activities… All…talk about a stagnant and declining market’ (Eleanor 
Curtain 1993: 19).  

 333



1979: 36) made only passing reference to the library market as did the PSA Inquiry 

Into Book Prices and Parallel Imports (1989: 40-1). A later report noted that while 

‘Libraries are a significant purchaser of books’ (The Australian Book Publishing 

Industry 1992: 25) trends were shifting: ‘Supermarkets and discount stores are taking 

a greater market share’ and ‘the retail distribution of books today is undertaken by a 

wide cross-section of stores – for example discount stores’ (The Australian Book 

Publishing Industry 1992:18). The industry report Ad Rem (Accenture 2001) didn’t 

comment on library demands.  

 

Despite the growth of powerful superstores and internet sales providers like 

Amazon.Com, it is unlikely that library cutbacks will be picked up by these sales 

outlets, and in a small market, this means future problems. The historical debate 

concerning library ‘responsibility’ to local publishing often obscures the market-driven 

orientation of both library services and publishing. In 1969 it was suggested that 

 
whether or not there will continue to be any recognizably Australian quality 
about our children’s literature, is more and more a matter to be decided by the 
skilled, professional and practical good sense of the Australian librarian... 
(Wighton 1969: 40) 

 

However, library promotion of alternatives to ‘popular’ literature has been eroded by 

the trend towards their becoming ‘information resource’ centres, rather than book 

repositories, and by the decline in specialist library positions such as children’s 

services. The response (Isaacs 1988) made to a range of calls from publishers for 

greater percentages of library budgets to be spent on Australian purchases was met 

by Warren Horton’s provocative response:   

 
Do libraries in general in this country have any responsibility for promoting a 
healthy Australian book industry in terms of sales?... I would argue they 
don’t. (Horton 1992: 80)  

 

The public library’s mandate is to satisfy its clientele, not to promote any industry, 

whether it be publishing, or the production of library fittings and furniture; if the 

customer wants to read endless copies of R.L. Stein, it’s not the library’s 

responsibility to disbar its readers access. Nevertheless a 1986 finding that only ‘20% 

of Australian public library holdings may be Australian’ (Lewis 1987: 20) and that 

‘only a tenth of the books on the library shelves were Australian’ (Pascoe 1986: 24-5) 

contributed to changes, so that it is now far more common to find Australian content 

in primary school libraries. But ironically, this has now been met with disquiet by 

publishers who bemoan the lack of access to superlative overseas titles. ‘I do feel it 
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important that we expose our kids to even just a smattering of the wonderful 

overseas work available’ (Irving quoted Sheahan-Bright 2002e: 5). Library access to 

Australian content, compounded by distribution mechanisms, 223 has led to naive 

suggestions like: ‘librarians should be required by state governments, as providers of 

the funds, to spend the greater part within the state’ (The Australian Book Trade 

Working Party 1975: 16); and ‘getting children to read should be a joint initiative 

between libraries, booksellers and publishers and bodies such as the CBC…co-

operat[ing] in joint promotions (ABTWP 1975: 18). These suggestions failed to 

acknowledge the subsequent shift by public authorities to corporatizing and 

‘outsourcing’ their operations, and can be challenged by imagining the likelihood of a 

publisher offering unqualified support to the patronage of library services. 224  Despite 

this complex web of relationships, children’s publishing ‘reeks’ of library culture, so 

the problem is not so much lack of library support for local publishing, but how 

libraries have (perhaps unwittingly) influenced Australian publishing, in spite of 

having no concrete policies to that effect. Notions of cultural value have been molded 

by their client relationship with publishers which  

 
goes beyond surface manifestations and reaches to the core of the publishing 
operation by structuring – and thus delimiting – the range of necessary and 
desired activities for a publishing firm when it chooses, produces, promotes, 
and markets books for the library market. (Turow 1976: 40)  

 

Turow found that US firms’ attempts to publish so-called ‘good’ books for the library 

market, were  

 
shaped by three major considerations – the tradition of the publishing house 
and the proclivities of the Division’s editors; the environment of selection in, 
and the economic nature of, the marketplace; and the feedback and 
promotional environment. (Turow 1976: 88)  

 

As library influence begins to slide downwards, publishers are not so much catering 

for a ‘lower common denominator’, but recognizing that future buyers will not be so 

heavily influenced by library thinking.  

 

                                                           
223 Where traditionally much is purchased from overseas suppliers and centralized distribution 
agencies. 
224 The successful negotiation of Public Lending Right – and more recently Educational 
Lending Right – payments to authors and publishers to recompense them for the loss of sales 
represented by multiple library borrowings, demonstrates that book creators also regard 
library sales as a threat to their trade sales, as much as a boon. Libraries have since become 
producers of content too by publishing and entering consortia to purchase access to 
electronic records via databases which may eventually by-pass payments to publishers 
altogether.  

 335



It is also fruitful to ‘examine the evidence of the books themselves’ (Chew 1995: 106) 

in their format and content, and the marketing tools used to promote them, to 

observe the influence of libraries on children’s books, and also its decline, including 

the balance between genres on lists and the packaging and content of individual 

titles. The increase in YA fiction in the 1980-90s may have been due to reader 

demand, but more likely stemmed from the needs of secondary school teacher-

librarians attempting to provide materials relevant to a literature-based curriculum. 

This trend is being challenged by the growth of the so-called ‘crossover’ genre aimed 

at the ‘upper’ aged end of the market, such as Maureen McCarthy’s Queen Kat, 

Carmel and St Jude Get a Life (Penguin, 1994) or Sonya Hartnett’s Black Foxes 

(Penguin, 1998). Similarly a growth in non-fiction for children was spearheaded by 

teacher and library demands rather than by child readers.  

 

The ‘prescribedness’ of book contents too have been affected by demands for 

’balance’ following ‘political correctness reaching extravagant heights in insidious 

censorship’ (Blaxland 2000: 17). Also, school libraries have ‘maintained standards’ in 

terms of selection: a 1991 survey of 145 practising teacher-librarians found ‘a 

disturbing degree of self-censorship, motivated generally by a desire to avoid 

possible conflict…’ (Williams and Dillon 1993: 247). Moreover, specific education 

department policies were directly reflected in publishing policy – ‘Queensland 

publishers avoid books with any reference to Halloween and witches’ (Williams and 

Dillon 1993: 248). Such ‘pandering’ to parental conservatism has also influenced 

book club selections – Kate Walker’s Peter (Scholastic, 1991) ‘was rejected by a 

major children’s book club…because its message was impossible to describe 

sensitively’ (Williams and Dillon 1993: 248). Book packaging has reflected 

cautiousness towards the reader’s likely sensitivity, too, with warning labels such as: 

‘Some readers may find the subject matter of this book disturbing’ which appeared on 

Glyn Parry’s Monster Man (Random House, 1994). But again, such prescribedness 

has been challenged recently by more confronting publishing, and by a new type of 

information book – far less rigidly curriculum-oriented, and more entertaining 

‘factional’ works by writers like Gary Crew, John Nicholson, Alan Tucker, and Natalie 

Prior, and more akin to a mass market gift line than a school textbook. Books 

destined for library outlets once featured less racy cover designs, but recently  

this distinction has also blurred and Julie Watts finds that Australian covers are less 

library-driven than US covers which still opt for the illustrative jackets we are moving 

away from in favour of photographic cover art:  
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The children’s/YA market is very complex. It’s never simply a case of fiction or 
non-fiction, mass market or literary, but a case of: is this book for the under-
fives, the 5-7s, the 7-9s, the 9-12s, the 12-14s, the 14-17s, and the 17+? And 
within these age groups, is it for reluctant readers or able readers? Will it be 
bought by the kids or by the adults who buy for these kids? …is it for the 
parents and grandparents, or the librarians and judges? Is it aimed at the 
trade, or the education sector? Is it a gift book or a schools bookclub book? Is 
it funny or serious? Realistic or fantasy? Literary or popular? (Sheahan-Bright 
1999e: 17)  

 

Julie Watts speaks of conflicting market demands:  

 
The worst-case scenario might occur on a non-fiction title, say a Picture Puffin 
like our…‘The Platypus – what is it?’ where it is very hard to make an 
illustration or photograph of a platypus look like something other than a school 
reference book because we want it to work for the trade, as well as the tourist 
market! (Sheahan-Bright 1999e: 16)   

 

Series such as Penguin’s Aussie Bites or Five Mile Press’s Ripper Reads are more 

‘gimmicky’ and demonstrate less consideration of libraries’ ‘allergies’ to unusual 

formats. Instead, a series ‘look’ is more desirable, now, to give an author’s books 

more prominence in a bookshop or a publisher’s catalogue. 225  

 

Finally (as has been noted) the cost of books means that libraries now opt for the 

paperback rather than the hardback they once preferred. The most influential 

advertising for books has also appeared largely in library and school-oriented 

publications such as Magpies, Reading Time and Viewpoint, and industry magazines 

like the Australian Bookseller and Publisher. Reviewers most quoted on  covers and 

publicity blurbs have been from these library-oriented journals, issuing statements 

such as ‘heartily recommended for secondary school and public libraries’ 

(Cavanough 1004: 42) and stating how the book might be ‘used’ in the teaching 

classroom or library. ‘Children’s book journals pay scant attention to general readers. 

The established review publications are not oriented toward the ever-more-influential 

retail market’ (Aronson 2001: 26). Their bias has determined that ‘those who are 

charged with the critical examination of children’s books are bound by their mission: 

to assess utility and popularity and to advise on institutional purchasing decisions’ 

(Aronson 2001: 27). Thus, children’s book creators, who ‘are participating in the 

evolution of some of the most interesting art forms of our time’ (Aronson 2001: 27) 

are not being recognized for their innovation, and retail purchasers (often parents 

                                                           
225 Another phenomenon is the inclusion of teachers’ notes in picture books, a value-adding 
practice which targets libraries and teachers, but may begin to decline as its potential to 
alienate an individual buyer of children’s books could become a liability. 

 337



and grandparents) are not as well-served by them as they might be. In the US (as in 

Australia), library-oriented journals such as the Horn Book Magazine have similarly 

failed to meet the needs of the parent more likely to browse in a retail store or to 

choose from book club catalogues, than to seek out such reviews. ‘Because 

established reviewers who have the knowledge to help parents have no way to 

communicate with them, the field of children’s books is developing without their aid’ 

(Aronson 2001: 28). Such reviews appear too late since books (on sale or return) do 

not remain in shops for long. But in this area, too, mass market influence is creeping 

in with Nick Earls’ 48 Shades of Brown (Penguin, 1999) boasting cover blurbs from 

Who Magazine and the Sunday Telegraph – giving no indication that it is intended for 

a YA audience – and Margaret Clark’s Care Factor Zero (Random House, 1997) 

endorsed by Bryce Courtenay. Although it is still rare to find children’s books 

publicized in mainstream newspapers and magazines, toy and department store 

brochures increasingly feature them. Library culture also remains particularly strong 

in the awards organizations, which will be covered under Consumption below. 

 

Institutional distribution channels have also determined that books have been 

packaged as ‘types’ or genres which create perceptions of ‘value’, often in the 

categories identified by CBCA judging criteria, but each of these types of literature 

has also developed in response to the market, and predictions concerning future 

changes can also be made: 

 

• Picture Books have diversified in response to cost and competition, with 

always a myriad of different types: alphabet and counting books, nursery 

rhyme books, realistic stories, anthropomorphized animal and machine 

stories, manipulative or toy books, wordless books, easy-to-read books; they 

now include sophisticated picture books ‘for older readers’, comic books and 

graphic novels, and books with even more game, novelty and manipulative 

elements. Future trends in this area suggest that with the changing pattern of 

retailing, the picture book (already suffering a decline) will increasingly 

demand innovation and originality.  

 

• Junior Fiction (or the next stage after the ‘easy-to-read’ book) with carefully 

selected sentence structure and vocabulary, is increasingly packaged as part 

of a series, though often written by excellent writers, such as UQP’s 

Storybridge or Penguin’s Aussie Bites, Nibbles and Chomps.  
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• Pre-Teen (10-12 year olds) has been perceived as a ‘vacuum’ area for the 

‘traditional’ novel (Moloney 2000: 27) since leading authors such as Marcus 

Zusak, Steven Herrick, Elizabeth Honey and Robin Klein have written for an 

older age-group. Until recently, it appeared that the trend towards blurring 

between this area and teenage fiction would continue, since readers tend to 

read ‘above’ their age-group; but Harry Potter’s success has created a taste 

for the ‘traditional’ style of children’s novel amongst pre-teens, and may lead 

to its resurgence.  

 

• YA Fiction became a major growth area in Australia with nearly every 

publisher starting a YA list after UQP’s was established in 1985. Recent 

trends indicate that these will be packaged to also appeal to the ‘twenty-

somethings’ to increase sales and help authors like Sonya Hartnett, Joanne 

Hornimann and Martine Murray rise out of the ‘ghetto’ in which they have 

unfairly been included. (Verse novels are another source of innovation in this 

category.) 

 

• Non-Fiction (Information) Books have changed in recent years with more 

reader-friendly and technologically-influenced techniques being employed, 

and with the influence of post-colonialism and other cultural advances 

demanding revised perspectives in histories and social commentary. 

 

• ‘Special Sales’ or Special Needs Texts for book clubs, reluctant readers, dual 

or minority languages, or disabled readers, have grown perhaps suggesting 

that global influence has allowed the needs of marginal groups to be better 

serviced. Examples include Bolinda Publishing for audio and large print books 

(Bolinda Publishing 2004), Word Weavers Press (Word Weavers 2004) which 

has created the Quick Reads series for reluctant male readers, and 

Indigenous publisher IAD Press (IAD Press 2004) which has a mission to 

preserve culture and language.   

 
 

Traditionally in Australia, publishing has been sympathetic towards libraries rather 

than individual purchasers, but it may discover increasing difficulty in adjusting to an 

environment in which niche marketing and product diversification via synergies are 

the ‘rules’; where marketing departments for children’s and adult books have merged 

(as with Penguin and Hodder); and where lists (Mark Macleod Books at Random 
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House and Hodder Headline) have been discontinued. Companies will perhaps 

decreasingly reflect the old ‘cosy intimacy’ between libraries and publishers. With 

distribution patterns changing, a ‘negative’ library influence may begin to be felt. The 

further impacts of reduced institutional spending might be: higher prices; reduced 

backlists; fewer costly productions such as picture books; and increased ‘discounted’ 

purchasing. These are not just predictions; they are happening now and will continue. 

Lacking policy direction determining the relationship between publishing and libraries, 

and the fact that criticism of children’s publishing ‘lacks a critical perspective which 

will allow the discussion of this issue on a plane that is removed from the biases of 

the library market’ (Turow 1976: 244), a reduction in library influence may precipitate 

a crisis before any correction is possible. This survey undertaken in this thesis 

indicates that overall distribution challenges will be confronted by attention to ‘niche’ 

and retail needs and interests.  

 

5. Consumption 
 

Children’s book consumption is determined by social, economic and demographic 

factors, e.g. the ageing of Australia's population. The ‘proportion of the population 

aged under 15 years is projected to fall from 20% at June 2002, to between 

12%…and 15%...in 2051’ (ABS 2003). Australians are comparatively active readers 

with 78% of the population reading for pleasure every day or on most days of the 

week (A.C. Nielsen 2001: 7), while 72% of children borrow books for pleasure from 

the school library (A.C. Nielsen 2001: 16). Consumption is also influenced by the 

unpredictable nature of the book-buying (adult) audience which maintains vested and 

conflicting interests in theories of childhood and consumerism, and by the fact that 

increasingly children have their own spending money and buying power. 

Consumption is also influenced (as observed under ‘Distribution’ above) by ‘taste-

makers’ such as reviewing journals – Magpies, Reading Time and Viewpoint 226 – and 

awards 227, and although ‘children’s books receive little publicity and are not widely 

reviewed on publication’ (Altbach and Hoshino 1995: 23), a well-organized specialist 

network which is  

 
slow to review books but [does] so in a qualitative way, has more influence in 
the long run. Serious reviewers of children’s books are anxious to help 

                                                           
226 Influential overseas critical and review journals include the Junior Bookshelf and School 
Librarian (UK), Horn Book Magazine and Kirkus Review (US), and Canadian Children’s 
Literature (Canada) (Children’s Literature WebGuide 2004).  
227 Lists of Awards are available on the CBCA website. 
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teachers, parents and librarians to select books wisely. (Altbach and Hoshino 
1995: 23) 

 

But while these adult mediators have played an important promotional role, as 

children become more active purchasers and borrowers, recommending books to 

each other, there is now more mass media attention to their spending power to 

distract from traditional reviewing mechanisms. 228 Also, reviewing has suffered from: 

the media’s lack of space and generic dismissal of children’s books to one ‘area’ 

despite their diversity; undue attention to content rather than style; the 

incestuousness of the Australian reviewing scene (where, for example, reviewer, 

book publisher, and reviewing organ publisher are not independent of each other); 

the confused sense of audience reflected in reviews (a fact foregrounded in Chapter 

One above); and the lack of artistic criticism of illustration.  

 

Varied awards and competitions 229 have impact 230 but by far the most powerful are 

the Children’s Book Council of Australia Awards initiated in 1946, which aim to 

‘encourage children to read while pointing them to literature of quality; and to 

promote the publication of worthwhile literature for children’ (Smith and Hamilton 

1995: 7). The CBCA is different from the industry-driven US CBC in that it is largely a 

voluntary organization, made up of teachers and librarians, and often acts as a 

spokesperson for the library industry. While its aims are not profit-driven they 

ironically have a profitable outcome. ‘The CBCA can be justly proud of its past and  

present contribution to the development of Australian children’s literature’ (Linning  

1995: 8) in a range of activities such as biennial National Conferences (since 1992), 

programs conducted by state branches, support for the Lu Rees Archives of  

Australian Children’s Literature 231, and the Awards Foundation established in 1996 
232  which by 2004 had nearly achieved its goal to raise $1 million. However, the 

organization also confronts dilemmas:   

 
Much controversy has surrounded the three decades of awards… Assertions 
of cultural elitism, cries of inconsistency, expressions of bewilderment and 
sighs of disappointment have all too often been directed towards those who 
have selected the winners. (Alderman 1983a: 17)  

                                                           
228 In 1993, the first ever national children’s literature reviewing seminar, Views on Reviews, 
was held in Adelaide and another is to be held in 2005.  
229 See Awards listing on the Magpies website.  
230 It is notable that most state Premier’s awards now include at least one category for 
children’s books, and that YA fiction has been particularly recognized in these forums, 
contributing to its raised profile.  
231 The Lu Rees Archives are based at the University of Canberra and contain significant 
records and original materials relating to children’s literature and the CBCA.   
232 With a generous foundation grant from Scholastic Australia. 
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These dilemmas have increased as the market has grown and diversified, and there 

has in particular been greater difficulty in the classification of the ever-widening range 

of books being published. Responses to this in the 1980s and 1990s included several 

developments in the judging system. 233 In the annual CBCA Judges’ Reports, credit 

is taken for influencing publishing trends by, for example, the introduction of the 

Information Book award in 1993, because it was ‘hoped that this will foster more 

quality informational books in the future’ (CBCA ‘Judges Report’ 1991: 3). A 

continuing drive to improve standards is reflected in self-congratulatory comments 

such as:  

 
Criticisms notwithstanding, authors and publishers do seem to be striving for 
a better product and…some…have made enormous efforts to inform children 
in an accessible, non-condescending and unbiased way. (CBCA ‘Judges’ 
Report’ 1995: 4)   

 

Judges also take issue with publishing policies:  

 
While the judges were delighted to see publishers entering titles from their 
literacy support schemes and to note the quality of many of them, they would 
also encourage publishers to make titles available independently of such 
schemes and through normal distribution channels. (CBCA ‘Judges’ Report’ 
1989: 4)   
 

Another report suggests that  
 
whilst the emergence of small and new publishers entering books is a sign of 
optimism, the continuation of quality publications has been threatened in 
recent years by the mergers, takeovers and downsizing in the Australian 
children’s book trade. Rapid and continuing staff changes, the loss of expert 
experienced people and the virtual disappearance of children’s publicists, 
give us concern for the future. The employment of experienced readers and 
editors should be a significant part of a book trade that has a commitment to 
quality. Good editors do make a difference, and there were a disturbing 
number of books in which inexperienced writers were not given the editorial 
assistance they needed. (CBCA ‘Judges’ Report‘ 1999: 3)  

 

The reports have also criticized production standards: ‘The judges still feel the need 

to make the traditional complaint about the level of proofreading and editing’ (CBCA 
                                                           
233 The introduction of the Shortlist in 1982, was followed by the Junior Book Award in 1982 
(later renamed the Book of the Year: Younger Readers) award in 1985. The Information Book 
Award was first presented in 1993, although there had been an earlier ‘one-off’ presentation 
of the Eve Pownall award in 1988. As well as a Picture Book of the Year award, a new 
category called the Book of the Year (Early Childhood) award was introduced in 2001 in 
recognition of the diversity in age appeal represented by the so-called ‘picture book for older 
readers’ by that time. There is also interest in dividing the Older Reader award into Book for 
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‘Judges’ Report’ 1993: 3), and via the judges’ reporting the CBCA issues 

recommendations such as:  

 
Two other smaller editorial points…should nonetheless be addressed. These 
are: i. The use of high gloss paper in picture books; this reflects the light and 
makes it difficult for groups of children to see the illustration; and ii. the use of 
publishers’ logos on the front cover, this detracts from the overall appearance 
of the book. (CBCA ‘Judges’ Report’ 1991: 3)   

 

A further comment also fails to acknowledge the commercial imperatives of book 

publishing: 

 
Many books benefited from their very professional packaging and arresting 
covers, but in some cases children making selections could be misled by 
covers and blurbs that owed more to publishers’ hyperbole than to a close 
reading of the book. (CBCA ‘Judges’ Report’ 1989: 4)  

 

Similarly, the following plaintive remark failed to acknowledge the role of the 

institutional and individual purchaser in generating print runs: ‘Even books of obvious 

quality were out of print by early April when the Short List was announced’ (CBCA 

‘Judges’ Report’ 1999: 3). Judges have also exercised their discretion in a number of 

controversial instances. 234 Frequent criticisms include that the text in picture books 

often weakens the power of the illustration, that there is paucity of editing standards 

reflected in proof-reading, and a lack of quality in junior novels 235, while also taking 

credit for improvement and suggesting how publishers might ‘lift their game’: 

 
At last, eleven years after the inception of the award, the regular plea from the 
Judges in their Report has been heeded, and publishers are offering work of 
an extremely high standard in this challenging area. (CBCA ‘Judges’ Report’ 
1993: 2)  

 

Such rhetoric worryingly assumes that one of the CBCA’s primary purposes is to 

influence the industry for ‘good’ – not simply to praise the artistic merit of works, but 

to advise on what should be published. Critics suggest that the system may influence 

publishing choices in that the power and influence of these selectors’ ‘tastes’ may 

                                                                                                                                                                      
12-15 and Book for 15-18 awards, given that so many recent winners have been crossover 
novels aimed at the older end of the market.  
234 For example, they chose not to award a Picture Book prize to any of the submitted titles in 
1985 because ‘none of these reached the required level of excellence demanded of an award 
winner’ (CBCA ‘Judges Report’ 1985: 6). This was in a year which boasted Junko Morimoto, 
Jeannie Baker and David Cox as authors of Honour books, and the publication of Mem Fox 
and Julie Vivas’s Wilfrid Gordon Macdonald Partridge – which gives some evidence of the 
exacting, unpredictable standards interpreted by the judges. 
235 Latterly the reports have made comments concerning cover artists and the trend towards 
publishing more poetry and short stories.  
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have modified publishing decisions; that publishers do (albeit subconsciously) take 

note and publish ‘CBCA’-style books as a result – a problematic concept given the 

bias reflected in judges’ reports towards classroom-dedicated or issues-based texts, 

and the ‘worthy’ rather than the subversive or the popular. 236  

 

As ‘the last bastion of belief in objectivity’ (Macleod 1993), the CBCA committee 

membership is overwhelmingly drawn from committed librarians, although some 

publishers and booksellers have played significant national roles. 237 ‘All institutions 

are part of their culture. They reflect their culture, are reproduced by it and they 

reproduce it’ (Scutter 1995: 14). The judges’ reports reflect a librarian’s ‘ethos’, 

although even in libraries, choices aren’t always popular, for this is a minefield of 

often conservative opinion – for example, the following by a school librarian in 

critiquing the shortlist:  

 
Increasingly, such publications (especially those for older readers) are not 
worthy of a place in school libraries. We have rejected them for purchase and 
certainly would refrain from promoting them… I hope that we can look forward 
to works which reflect the ”normal” rather than the less desirable lifestyles 
which have so dominated the shortlists lately… I look forward to coverage and 
selection of titles that present wholesome reading with which to feed the 
developing minds in my care. This is where my accountability lies. Where 
does the CBC of Australia’s accountability lie – to the subscribers? – or to the 
publishers of the rubbish we’ve had to contend with in recent years? 
 
I for one hope the Council wakes up to itself, and FAST! Or my support will 
not be continued.  
 
Please do something positive for children’s literature in this country. Give 
them books they want to read, and that are good for them. (Beale 1995: 2)   
 

Positive aspects of the awards have included the acclaim they have offered to 

several distinguished authors, 238 their acknowledgement of new or first time writers 

and illustrators, 239 and the gradual and then more dramatic increase in the number 

                                                           
236 The lack of humour amongst selections has often been noted.  
237 Publisher and critic, Mark Macleod has been NSW President and is current National 
President; Publisher, Margaret Hamilton has been national president and is coordinator with 
June Smith, a bookseller, of the Awards Foundation; Tony Horgan of Shearer’s Bookshops 
has been national treasurer, and Kate Colley of Bloomin’ Books has been a CBC committee 
member; Robin Morrow a former owner of The Children’s Bookshop has been a judge.  
238 For example, Emily Rodda has been awarded the Book of the Year: Younger Readers 
Award three times. 1988 was celebrated by dual awards to My Place: the Junior Book of the 
Year Award and the Eve Pownall Award for Information Book. Gillian Rubinstein had a 
landmark year in 1989 winning the Book of the Year: Older Readers and two Honour Books in 
the Book of the Year: Younger Readers. Gary Crew scored a first in 1994 winning both the 
Book of the Year: Older Readers and the Picture Book of the Year award.   
239 Melina Marchetta's spectacularly successful Looking for Alibrandi won the Book of the 
Year: Older Readers Award when she was only 28 years old and she won again in 2004 for 
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of books submitted [see Table H], but the latter has also provoked concern about the 

judges’ capacity to assess so many books in such diverse categories. 240  

 

The shortlist has also been viewed as a potential threat to the selling power of other 

Australian titles, in being used as a school buying guide, but its influence seems to 

have abated so that ‘ten or 15 years ago a CBCA award would mean a reprint of 

about 30,000 copies. Nowadays it’s only about 10,000 to 15,000’ (The Age 2003), 

and one bookseller added: ‘I think there are less sales of the shortlisted books 

because schools have had their book-buying budgets cut so severely’ (Deborah 

Kelly, The Little Bookroom, quoted The Age 2003). Problems with the judging 

process (despite its fairness, and the dedication of voluntary judges) include the lack 

of industry input, the ineligibility of writers or illustrators to sit on the panel, and the 

aging membership. Judges ‘must have an extensive knowledge of Children’s 

Literature, be willing to read and review every book entered, and, ideally, know some 

children whose responses to the books they can observe’ (Linning 1995: 5) – criteria 

which do not include the need, for instance, for judges to have critical acuity in the 

area of assessing art rather than text. One critic has said that ‘[i]n the present culture 

of the children's book world, dissent is suppressed volubly and sometimes 

hysterically’ (Scutter 1995: 15) although she too, seems to view the CBCA’s role as 

influencing publishing ‘for the better’.  

 

Although the awards have contributed to ‘the advantageous position of Australian 

writers for children’ (Copping 1986: 46) there have been calls for a qualification of 

their power, including a longer notice of the shortlist, less concentration on it and 

more on the Notable Books list, and a central national administration of the CBCA. 

However, recommendations that there should be ‘some writers, booksellers, artists, 

publishers as judges. Increase the size of the judging panel. Scrap the ‘Honour’ 

books. Have two picture book categories, and overhaul the non-fiction criteria’ 

(Macleod 1996) have only partially been achieved. The shortlist may be too narrow a 

buying guide for schools already ill-equipped with staff expertise to select for their 

diverse communities. The general public’s lack of knowledge of the CBCA  as an 

organization, except in recognizing the awards and Children’s Book Week activities 

in their local area, makes the CBCA’s power even harder to assess.  

                                                                                                                                                                      
her second novel Saving Francesca; Catherine Jinks’ Pagan's Crusade was an Honour Book 
that same year, when she was only 30; Marcus Zusak was in his 20s when he won the 2003 
Book of the Year(Older Readers) award for The Messenger.  
240 This has necessitated a supplementary panel being appointed to judge the Information 
Book award in order to bring more diverse critical skills to the task. 
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TABLE H. GROWTH OF CBCA AWARD ENTRIES (1946-2004) 

 
Date  Number of 

Entries 
Date  Number of 

Entries  
Date  Number of 

Entries 
1946  1971  1996 232 
1947  1972  1997 284 
1948  1973  1998 343 
1949  1974  1999 316 
1950  1975 45*  2000 326 
1951  1976 38* 2001 340 
1952  1977 38 2002 325 
1953  1978 65 2003 331 
1954  1979 69 2004 315 
1955  1980 66   
1956  1981 82   
1957  1982 101   
1958  1983 77*   
1959 14 **    1984 100   
1960  1985 92   
1961  1986 91   
1962  1987 113   
1963 42 1988 142   
1964  1989 174   
1965  1990  182   
1966  1991 169   
1967  1992 183   
1968  1993 243   
1969  1994 255   
1970 49 1995 270   
 
Note 1: Years without an entry prior to 1975 indicate that the information was not available 
from the sources accessible.  
Note 2: The number of categories grew from 1 (1946-1951); 2 (1952-1981); 3 (1982-7); 4 
(1988-2000); to 5 (2001-). In 1987 there was a change of name from Junior Book of the Year, 
to Book of the Year (Younger Readers) and from Book of the Year, to Book of the Year (Older 
Readers). For the last few years, there has been no restriction on entering a book in more 
than one category, which may have influenced these figures. 
 
Sources: CBCA ‘Judges Reports’ reprinted in Reading Time and New Books for Boys and 
Girls; *Alderman and Harman 1983: 71, 90; **Fabinyi 1971a: 7.  
 

It is also interesting to compare the Kids’ Choice awards 241 now convened in each 

state (by CBCA members) which generally reflect the child’s preference for the 

popular over the worthy (although adults also have some influence here in terms of 

the selection of eligible entries).  

 

Finally, consumption is influenced by professional networks and infrastructure support 

mechanisms, for example: the Australian Society of Authors and the state-based and 

regional Writers’ Centres; 242 literary agents; touring and booking agencies such as 

Booked Out and Lateral Learning; and privately-run ventures including Books 
                                                           
241 Links to Kids’ Choice awards are available on the CBCA website (2004).  
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Illustrated (a commercial gallery and museum run by Ann James and Anne Haddon), 
243 Dromkeen – The Home of Australian Children’s Book Illustration owned by 

Scholastic (Dromkeen 2004), and the Tye Estate, the actual home of John Marsden 

which also includes conference facilities. 244 Several other publicly-funded museums 

and centres for the promotion of children’s literature – e.g. the Australian Centre for 

Youth Literature, 245 Nutcote: Home of May Gibbs, the May Gibbs Children’s 

Literature Trust, or Fremantle Children’s Literature Centre 246 – have also contributed 

significantly, and are jointly supported by state or federal funding. 247 Coupled with 

these organizations’ influence there has been a proliferation of literature festivals 

such as the Somerset Celebration of Literature (1993-), Voices on the Coast (1996-), 

the Allwrite literature festival which is part of the Come Out Youth Arts Festival (1974-

) and others 248 which have grown in number, scale and influence particularly during 

the 1990s. The Nestlé Write Around Australia national competition resulting in 

workshops for young writers sponsored by Nestlé and coordinated by the State 

Library of NSW has for ten years also been strongly supportive of the  

                                                                                                                                                                      
242 See links to Writers’ Centres via the Australian Society of Authors website (2004). 
243 The directors of Books Illustrated (2004) were also part of a committee which successfully 
gained Australia Council and sponsorship support to create The Style File (2004) which 
promotes Australian illustrators internationally.  
244 The Tye Estate is a unique venture funded by one of Australia’s most successful authors, 
where he offers retreat-style professional development to writers, illustrators and publishers, 
at generous rates, and is a fine example of the partnership between commercial and cultural 
endeavours (Tye Estate 2004).  
245 The Australian Centre for Youth Literature (ACYL) directed by Agnes Niewenhuizen has 
been influential in supporting YA fiction development and promotion in Australia (ACYL 2004). 
246 Fremantle Children’s Literature Centre is an educational centre which runs workshops and 
seminars for adults and exhibits illustrators’ works (FCLC 2004). 
247 See links to the websites of these organizations on the CBCA website.  
248 See links to Regional Writers Festivals at The Australian Government Culture and 
Recreation Portal (2004). 
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employment of Australian writers. 249 These ventures demonstrate that the future of 

the Australian children’s market will involve more intimate connections between 

public, commercial and philanthropic funding, and that, despite growth, they operate 

in the same miasmic flux categorized by tension between agency and structure; 

commerce and culture, and local and global influence.  

 

6. Role of the State (or Government)  
 

Government intervention in cultural industries has sometimes been fraught by the 

perception that free trade principles should be allowed to operate in book publishing 

as they do in other manufacturing industries, demonstrated by several key incidents 

in the industry’s development, culminating in the federal government’s levying the 

GST on books in 2000. As Day has written:  

 
The book publishing industry was described to me as a “funny little industry 
that doesn’t really fit anywhere” by an employee of the Bureau [of Statistics], 
underlining a fundamental division in attitudes towards publishing as either a 
commercial or a cultural activity. The economic rationalist arguments that 
these matters should be left to “the market” need to be reconciled by 
government bodies to enable a coherent and usefully differentiating 
publishing policy to be adopted which will address the financial fragility of 
local publishers, aware of the potential cultural and economic impacts of the 
product. (Day 1993: 38)  

 

Issues which have been significant sources of support – and contention – in recent  

publishing have been: Book Bounty, Sales Tax, Prices Surveillance, PLR and ELR, 

and government trade and export policies such as parallel importation and the US-

Free Trade Agreement. Nevertheless, apart from government funding to libraries, 

promotion of Australian literature 250 has occurred largely through individual grants 

and fellowships in which, as Curtain has noted, ‘Australian government involvement 

in the book publishing industry has been proactive and limited to a concern with titles 

and authorship rather than industry ownership’ (Curtain 1993b: 240).  

 

The arts industry since the early 1970s has entered into a collusive, often uneasy 

partnership with government which has supported arts practice in a perception that 

such activity is arguably unsustainable in a market so constrained by size and  

                                                           
249 Nestlé Write Around Australia Available: http://www.nestle.com.au/writearound.default.asp 
[Accessed 19 November 2004] 
250 See Australian Government Culture and Recreation Portal (2004) for links to grants 
programs.  
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geography. The Commonwealth Literary Fund (established 1908) was superceded in 

1973 by The Literature Board of the Australia Council which provided infrastructure 

support to bodies including the Australian Society of Authors (and others mentioned 

above) and to various partnerships between federal and state departments of 

education and arts. These departments directed funding to initiatives such as writers’ 

camps, writers-in-residence, and mentoring which have helped audiences ‘grow’ and 

also created new writers for the future. The Literature Board has also offered 

publishing subsidies and supported programs such as the Visiting Publishers 

Program (VIP) and export initiatives funded jointly with the Audience and Market 

Development Board (Australia Council 2004) but has generally spent approximately 

50% of its budget on individuals. State governments, too, have funded writing and 

publishing 251 and increasingly these programs have recognized the major 

contribution made by writing for young people. Illustrators, until recently, weren’t 

perceived to fit visual arts criteria since illustration was viewed as ‘commercial’ art, 

but in 2002, the Literature Board, after consistent lobbying on the part of the ASA 

(Children’s Book Group), the Society of Book Illustrators, and others, introduced 

project funding for illustrators after a brief period when funds were administered by 

the ASA 252 and the following year supported the funding of The Style File mentioned 

earlier.  

 

In late 1995 the federal government released Creative Nation, a cultural policy which 

had few references to literature save for the long-awaited announcement of the 

introduction of Educational Lending Rights payments. Glover concluded that 

 

we are left with the picture of a publishing industry in flux, foreign-owned, 
market driven, needing to take account of emerging technologies which will 
internationalize the market place, yet without a coherent set of domestic 
policies which will see the industry grow in a way to serve the local economy 
and communities. (Glover 1995: 58) 

 

                                                           
251 The Queensland government, for example, increased funding for writing after the release 
of its State Arts Policy Queensland: a State for the Arts (1990) from $100,000 to $693,000 in 
1995. In a five year period it funded 120 individual writers who have either published or had a 
work performed, including children’s writers Gary Crew, John Fairbairn, Sue Gough, Nigel 
Krauth, Jill Morris, Natalie Prior, Michael Noonan, Mark Svendsen, Greg Rogers and Herb 
Wharton. Publishers UQP, Greater Glider Productions and Jam Roll Press benefited from 
government largesse, which funded such books as Lucy's Bay (Jam Roll Press, 1992) and 
several titles in the UQP Storybridge and YA fiction series.  
252 Successful illustrators under the earlier scheme were Narelle Oliver and Peter 
Gouldthorpe. When these grants were ‘unilaterally’ discontinued in 2000, illustrators were 
advised to apply in competition with writers, a policy which has happily seen several artists 
such as Ron Brooks, David Cox, Anne Spudvilas and Shaun Tan offered support. 
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Since then successive government policies, such as the 1999 Book Industry 

Assistance Plan of $240 million which was expended from July 2000 over four years 

(and which some considered a salve for the introduction of GST on books), have 

sought to further regulate the market (Books Alive Campaign 2002). Sometimes, too, 

the notion of support has dangerously implied that grants might supplant the need for 

commercial recompense rather than merely enhancing income and has, less 

productively, created a hand-out mentality which equates the receipt of a grant with 

symbolic capital identified by theorists such as Bourdieu as essential to an artist’s 

raison d’etre. Many argue that instead of the focus on grants to individuals, 

government largesse would be better spent on larger publishing subsidies. Day 

defines the problem confronting the granting body as being: to ‘locate the nexus 

between “excellence”, the needs of the community it represents, and marketability’ 

(Day 1993: 41), a conflict shared by the publisher, for just as the grants panel must 

weigh up the conflicts between commercial and cultural imperatives, so too must the 

publisher. Moreover, in referring to a literary culture ‘at the mercy of multinational 

publishers’ (Day 1993: 41) Day, like many critics, fails to recognize the role which 

multinationals have played in the growth of local publishing. Government funding 

influences writers’ careers and benefits the publishing industry by acknowledging, 

rewarding, promoting or simply ‘buying’ time to write, but administrative bodies also 

need to carefully monitor the partnership they have forged with commercial 

publishing interests and how their funding programs can be designed to usefully 

impact on children’s publishing in an increasingly economic rationalistic environment.   

 

Australian children’s publishing is situated in a busy marketplace at a conjunction 

between forces which promote and complexify the ownership, production, marketing, 

distribution, consumption, and role of the state in its development. Conflicts created 

by being part of the media, entertainment, manufacturing and cultural industries have 

generated creative synergies, but in this cultural and commercial landscape 

children’s publishing is complicated by the unique ‘client’ relationships between the 

library market, the traditional trade market and the mass market. ‘From the 

hierarchical attitudes that exist it appears that the children’s market will become 

increasingly fragmented’ (Bantick 2003: 10). The decline in institutional budgets, and 

increased production costs which began to rise in the 1970s and continued to the 

present, have been met by rationalizations which ‘meant that all imprints of a 

publishing house began to share design, production and marketing labour, which 

tended to homogenize appearance’ (Reynolds and Tucker 1998: 32) for the sake of 

 350



cutting costs. 253 The attraction of global media companies to publishing houses has 

created an industry with new but also familiar characteristics, and the latest challenge 

and opportunity is the increasing complexity of technology in the media industries, of 

which children’s publishing plays an important part.  

 

 

 

                                                           
253 Thus Penguin and Hodder no longer have a separate marketing department for their two 
divisions, and most publishers now tend to use photographic covers which cut illustration 
costs. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 
This thesis has argued that the cultural demands met by children’s publishers in the 

history of Australian publishing have invariably been successfully responded to where a 

commercial agenda was also evident. It has suggested that the growth of such 

publishing in the post WWII era was a direct result not only of major cultural factors but 

also of canny business instincts.  

 

In its chapters the thesis has argued that: 

 
• the current dearth of research about publishing world-wide is particularly critical 

in the children’s industry where analysis has thrived on several misconceptions 

and biases (Chapter One);  

• children’s publishing history shows that industry activity has always been an 

amalgam of commercial and cultural influences (Chapter Two); 

• the pre-WWII history of children’s publishing in Australia reveals that the local 

sluggish dynamics of culture and commerce were the key determining factors in 

the industry’s slow growth (Chapter Three); and these factors were at work 

further in the stalled period of development after WWII (Chapter Four); 

• the range of characteristics that led to children’s publishing expansion in the 

1960s and 70s was focused in the spectrum between aggressive 

internationalization of the local industry and a lively surge in nationalism (Chapter 

Five) which led to the flowering of Australian-originated children’s publishing in 

the 1980s (Chapter Six); 

• by examining in some detail the fortunes of four companies in the 1990s and 

beyond, it can be seen that the influence of mass-marketing, driven by 

multinational commerce, carries with it a burgeoning sense of a global culture for 

the western child (Chapter Seven); 

• a break-down of current industry aspects indicates that the immediate (and 

probably long-term) future of Australian children’s publishing, in both commercial 
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and cultural terms, is a matter of global orientation balanced against local 

complexity. 

 

This thesis doesn’t really ‘conclude’. Its watch is ongoing. But something of the dynamic 

nature of its finishing at this current point can be gauged from the following voices: 

 
In the current climate I’m prepared to concede the future of picture books looks 
somewhat bleak. I hope that all we are seeing at present is the shrinking of 
output rather than a full scale winding down, otherwise we may find ourselves 
back in the position of the early 1980s, when much of what was presented to us 
came from overseas. But I also have enough optimism to believe that the time 
when things look bleak is the best time for someone or something to come onto 
the market and shake it out of the doldrums. I’m looking forward to that. 
(Covernton, Jane, Email Interview, 2003)  

 
Publishers will pool their resources for warehousing and distribution. More 
marketing will be done electronically. There will probably be some contraction – 
fewer new titles published. Publishers will become increasing involved in 
electronic publishing. Book publishing may focus on what it does better than any 
other medium – i.e. telling stories – and move away from information and 
reference publishing. There may be a resurgence of the "romance" of the book 
as a tactile object – more lavish production for certain kinds of books. People will 
continue to look to authors for clues to how we should live. (Rosalind Price 
quoted in Sheahan-Bright 1999c: 8-10)  

 
Most writers are excited by the prospect of being published internationally, but for 
most Australian writers it is almost the only way to earn a real income. (David 
Harris 2004)  

 
Independent booksellers will need to focus more and more on fulfilling the needs 
of their niche clientele. The smart ones are already doing this. Optimistically I do 
believe the large and small can co-exist quite successfully, and in fact feed each 
other… I think it would be wonderful to have more direct communication with the 
buyers than we have currently. The GST is a big challenge, over-publishing in a 
small market is another. But, I'm a natural optimist and I think we have fantastic 
writers and illustrators in this country who are getting better and better. Hopefully 
the overall quality of our publishing will increase as a result, thereby creating 
more opportunities for the up and coming (editors included!). (Sheahan-Bright, 
Email Interview with Erica Irving, 2000) 

 
It’s a list which will travel from retail book outlets to so-called mass market outlets 
such as K-Mart… Retail visibility is the key to any publishing success in an 
industry where most commonly market research is, curiously…a matter of 
publishing first and then basing “research” on sales figures! (Susannah 
McFarlane quoted in Sheahan-Bright 2003b: 21)  
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One of the scintillating things about publishing is that predictions can often be 

overturned by unforeseen occurrences. In 1993, a review of British children’s publishing 

made two very reasonable suggestions that: ‘Despite his death Roald Dahl will probably 

continue to dominate the bestseller lists for several years to come… Texts are tending to 

become much shorter’ (Fisher 1993: 113). Who might have predicted that several very 

‘long’ books featuring a boy named Harry Potter would consign Dahl to a lower rung on 

the bestselling ladder? If the Harry Potter phenomenon has taught us anything, it’s that 

children are a market in themselves (and unto themselves). ‘The similarity in children’s 

consumer development suggests that children are a mass market’  (McNeal 1993: 113). 

If the New York Times felt it necessary to create a separate Children’s Bestsellers list for 

the first time in 2000 (Boloknik 2000) in order to remove Harry Potter from the hallowed 

Adult Bestsellers list after a year of monopolizing it, then ‘kids’ power’ has finally 

asserted itself, even in this revered literary forum. This point, though, needs to take into 

account the influence of the market on the tastes of children, too, for as Jack Zipes 

suggests, ‘phenomena like Harry Potter books are driven by commodity consumption 

that at the same time sets the parameters of reading and aesthetic taste…an induced 

experience calculated to conform to a cultural convention of amusement and distraction.’ 

(Zipes 2000: 172)    

 

The book, the publishing market, and how publishers and writers interact, have changed 

dramatically in recent times. Books are media products, and publishers are in the 

business of not only producing them but also selling them. The idea of bemoaning the 

manufacture of books written by celebrities such as Madonna, Julie Andrews, Jamie Lee 

Curtis, Jane Seymour, or in Australia – James Valentine, Gretel Killeen, George Negus, 

Andrew Daddo and Lisa Forrest – must be contextualized by an acknowledgment of the 

tradition begun by Newbery, Greenaway, Alcott, Turner and Gibbs, all of whom helped to 

invent a genre and then went about producing for the market they had created. We call 

their books ‘classic’ now, though they were the popular fiction of their day, just as 

Dickens was in the nineteenth century. The so-called ‘mass market title’ has always 

been able to cross the great divide (if it was good enough) and become simultaneously 

literary and mass market. For example, Haunted House, a pop-up book by Jan 

Pienkowski (Schulman 1982: 219), won the Kate Greenaway Medal in 1979; Lauren 

Child’s I Will Not Never Ever Eat a Tomato did so also in 2001; Gregory Rogers, the first 

Australian winner of the Kate Greenaway Medal (1995), has seen his first authored 
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wordless book, The Boy, the Bear, the Baron, the Bard (Allen & Unwin 2004) included 

on the New York Times 10 Best Illustrated Books of the Year list in 2004. Technology’s 

influence on mass marketing of children’s properties has made it an even more complex 

mixture of commerce and culture.  

 

In the US, 2004 projections for the industry were optimistic, while recognizing increased 

competition:  

 
Children’s publishers are compelled to be more aggressive. “With the economic 
arrangements how we market [authors] and certainly the revenue, I feel like 
children’s publishing has finally come to the adults’ table,” says Susan Katz, 
president and publisher of HarperCollins Children’s Books. “More and more we 
are taking risks commensurate with our adult counterparts”. (Holt 2004)  

 

Selling children’s properties involves: the negotiation of a blurring in the distinction 

between trade and institutional selling; a rapidly expanding and bewildering range of 

technological developments; and the growing supremacy of marketing over the 

production of the work, which has the potential to enhance an author’s prospects, or if ill-

managed, to damage them. Major influences noted in this thesis have changed the 

complexion of publishing lists, but discerning publishers, though aware of these trends 

and continuing to take them into account, do not principally base their publishing 

decisions on them. To do so would turn the business of publishing into a rote game. The 

best of publishers still approach their task with idealism and passion. For example, 

Rosalind Price, of Allen and Unwin, says that what she looks for when she publishes is:  

 
All the big, important things, of course – the hard and the soft. I look for 
intelligence, humour, honesty and compassion; affection and respect for children; 
intensity, love of language – prose that's both muscular and delicate; the ability to 
touch the reader... A good laugh is always welcome. (Sheahan-Bright 1999c: 10)  

 

Such publishers do, nevertheless, find themselves increasingly aware of the key 

influences, and can often use them astutely to promote the books they are publishing.  

 

Australian children’s publishing houses have experienced unique circumstances and 

have also shared many characteristics with their overseas counterparts. Children’s 

publishing houses and their structures, the content of what they produce and the 

technologies they employ have changed. But management, organization and process 

are also very much the same as they ever were. Even though, as one small press 
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Canadian publisher has put it: ‘The world of children’s books is ruled by money’ (Aldana 

2001: 675), the situation has never been as simple or as bleak as this suggests. 

Publishing has several continuous characteristics, one of which is the constant interplay 

between commerce and culture, and the other being that it has always been subject to 

bewildering forces. In the twenty-first century, those who produce children’s properties 

must be careful at the crossroads, for this marketplace is now a busier place than it has 

ever been. 

 

Clearly, multinational and Australian independent publishers together, and the people 

who worked for them, have contributed to the best quality and most commercially 

successful publishing, suggesting that both overseas and local, small and large can 

achieve in a complex marketplace, and can play complementary roles.  

 
Market exchange and capitalism produce diverse art, rather than art that appeals 
to one particular set of tastes… Commercialized literature gives writers many 
possible outlets for their output [and] creates a large number of market niches for 
masterpieces. (Cowen 1998: 8, 46) 

 

Instead of taking a culturally pessimistic view, this examination of Australian children’s 

publishing successes suggests that a culturally optimistic viewpoint is far more 

appropriate to the further advancement of this highly productive industry. To market, to 

market…  
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APPENDIX A 
 
THE AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN’S PUBLISHING INDUSTRY: A SELECTIVE 
CHRONOLOGY 

 
 

YEAR EVENTS 
Pre-invasion 
Indigenous 
history  

 

First settlement  1788 
 1800-1 
NSW General Standing Orders - first book published in Australia by 
George Howe (Ferguson 1941: 3)  

1802 

 1803-40 
First Australian children’s book A Mother’s Offering to her Children by 
Charlotte Barton(G.W.Evans) printed by Sydney Gazette 

1841 

 1842-70 
1871 ‘The first Australian children’s book to be printed in colour, The Australian 

Christmas Storybook, written and illustrated by C. Mason (Robertson of 
Melbourne)’ (Wighton 1969: 390)  
 
Old Bunyip (Mr.Bunyip) (Henry S. Dawson) by J.R. Lockeyear published  
 1872 
Cole’s Book Arcade opened by E.W.Cole (1832-1918) 1873 
 1874-5 
Collins first to establish Australian branch (Sayers 1988: 11)  1876 
 1877-8 
Cole’s Funny Picture Book first published by E.W. Cole  1879 
The Bulletin published for the first time   1880 
 1881 

1882 David Mackenzie Angus (1855-1901) arrived in Australia, worked in 
Sydney, then worked for George Robertson in Melbourne  
 
George Robertson (1860-1933) arrived in Sydney and began work for 
George Robertson’s Sydney Branch until 1855  
 1883 
The House of Cassell (London) opened a Melbourne Branch and Ward 
Lock, a few months later (Sayers 1988:11)  

1884 

 1885 
Angus & Robertson (A&R) was established in January 1886, when George 
Robertson bought a half share in David Mackenzie Angus’s bookshop 
which had been established in 1884  

1886 

 1887 
1888 A&R was appointed bookseller and publisher to Sydney University and its 

first publication was H. Peden Steele’s verses A Crown of Wattle 
 
Thomas Lothian began agency for Walter C. Scott (Sayers 1988: 8)  

1889 A& R opened Castlereagh Street premises 
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Australian Furs and Feathers by Mary Anne Fitzgerald (Edwards Dunlop & 
Co. Ltd) – ‘the first illustrated natural history book’ (Wighton 1969: 391)  
A&R acquired the 89 Castlereagh Street property, and after extensive 
renovations, it became ‘the prototype for Sydney bookshops until the 
1950s’ (Angus and Robertson (UK) Limited 1992: 12)  

1890 

Mary Anne Fitzgerald’s King Bungaree’s Pyalla and Stories, Illustrative of 
Manners and Customs that prevailed Among Australian Aborigines 
(Edwards Dunlop & Co. Ltd) 

1891 
International 
Copyright Law 

 1892-3 
1894 A&R produced the Australian School Series – a multi-volumed set of 

pocket-sized cheap schoolbooks 
 
Seven Little Australians (Ward, Lock) by Ethel Turner 
A.B. Paterson’s The Man From Snowy River (A&R) 1895 

1896 Kate Langloh Parker’s Australian Legendary Tales: Folk-lore of the 
Noongahburrahs, as told to the Piccaninnies (London: Nutt)  
 
Australian Copy Book (A&R) 
 
Library Association of Australasia formed at a conference in Melbourne but 
was shortlived 
Teens by Louise Mack (A&R) was the first Australian ‘YA’ novel and first 
A&R novel 

1897 

1898 Kate Langloh Parker’s More Australian Legendary Tales Collected From 
Various Tribes (London: Nutt)  
 
Louise Mack’s Girls Together (A&R)  

1899  
Boer War begins  

Australian Literature Society founded in 1899 with Rolf Boldrewood as first 
president (Sayers 1988: 24) 
  
Ethel Pedley’s Dot and the Kangaroo (London: Burleigh) 
William Dymock(1861-1900) died and company inherited by sister Marjorie 
Forsyth 

1900 

 1901 
Federation  

Hodder visits Australia (Attenborough 1975: 55)  1902 
Whitcombe and Tombs opened Melbourne branch 1903 
Australian branch of Macmillan opened in Melbourne (Morgan 1943: 266)  1904 

1905 Thomas I. Lothian founded publishing company (Sayers 1988: 25) with 
Bernard O’Dowd’s The Silent Land and Other Verses 
 
The Little Black Princess by Mrs Aeneas Gunn (De La More Press) 
Ethel Pedley’s Dot and the Kangaroo (Australian edition, George 
Robertson)  

1906 

 1907 
1908 S.T. Bartlett establishes Hodder’s Melbourne office (Attenborough1975: 72) 

[Note: Frank Eyre says 1911-12]  
 
E.R. Bartholomew opens Oxford University Press (OUP) agency 
 
Mrs Aeneas Gunn’s We of the Never-Never (Hutchinson) 
 
Commonwealth Literary Fund (CLF) set up by the Alfred Deakin 
Government ‘with an annual budget of 500 pounds to award pensions to 
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sick or destitute authors, and to authors’ families following their deaths’ 
(Adelaide, Lyons and Arnold 2001: 94) 
 1909 
May Gibbs’s A Little Bush Maid (Ward, Lock) 1910 
F.W. Cheshire began his career as a bookseller with George Robertson 
Melbourne 

1911 

 1912 
Mary Grant Bruce’s Norah of Billabong (Ward, Lock) 1913 
 1914  

WWI begins 
State Library of South Australia established the first state children’s library 
collection 

1915 
Gallipoli and 
Anzac Day 
1916 May Gibbs’ Gumnut Babies (A&R) and Gum Blossom Babies (A&R)  

were published in booklet form  
 
NSW School Magazine established 
 
Ida Rentoul Outhwaite and Annie R. Rentoul’s Elves and Fairies (Lothian) 

1917 
The General 
Strike 

The Bulletin published children’s writing and illustrations on ‘Red Page’ (18 
October) and William Brooks published Australian Nursery Rhymes as a 
result 
 
Furnley Maurice’s The Bay and Padie Book (Endacott) 

1918 May Gibbs’ Tales of Snugglepot and Cuddlepie (A&R), her first full-length 
book 
 
Norman Lindsay’s The Magic Pudding (A&R) 
 
Bushells published Animal Alphabet Book 
Smith’s Weekly newspaper born 1 March 1919 

1920 The Communist Party of Australia (1920-1991) formed 
 
F.W. Preece bookseller of Adelaide started publishing, and later published 
Kate Langloh Parker and Rex Ingamells among others 

1921 Australian Stationer and Fancy Goods Journal Monthly established and 
later after many name changes became the Australian Bookseller & 
Publisher 
 
Bill Smart became the Hodder agent Australia and New Zealand 
(Attenborough 1975: 33) 
  
Ginger Meggs first appeared in the cartoon strip Us Fellers by Charles 
Bancks in the Sydney Sunday Sun in the ‘Sunbeams’ section 

1922 Robertson and Mullens merger 
 
Mary Grant Bruce’s The Stone Axe of Burkamukk – a collection of 
Aboriginal legends (Ward, Lock & Co.)  
Fatty Finn comic strip by Syd Nicholls first appeared in the Sunday News 
as Fat and His Friends 

1923 

1924 Australian and New Zealand Booksellers Association established 
(Nicholson 2000: 111) 
 
The first of the annual Sunbeams Annuals featuring Ginger Meggs was 
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published and continued for 35 years  
1925 Frank Cheshire founded F.W. Cheshire Pty Ltd which pursued bookselling 

largely throughout the 20s and 30s, before branching into publishing after 
WWII (Cheshire 1984: 52) 
 
The Pixie O’Harris Fairy Book (Rigby) 
 1926-7 

1928 Australian Literature Society’s Gold Medal introduced 
 
All About Books supplement to Australian Stationer and Fancy Goods 
Journal introduced in late 1928 

1929 Cole’s Book Arcade closed 
 
Native Legends by David Unaipon – first work by an Aboriginal writer 
(although not attributed to him) 
 
‘The Australian Broadcasting Company – the forerunner of the Commission 
– had been buying up companies’ (Johnson 1997: 1)  
 
Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) established with a 
Carnegie Corporation of New York grant 
 
Fatty Finn annuals (1929-30)  

1930 1 January 1930 Statement of Terms for the Sale of Net Books in Australia 
signed 
 
George A. Ferguson (1910-98), grandson  of George Robertson, and son 
of J.A. Ferguson, became a director of  A&R and remained with the firm for 
40 years 
 
Man-Shy by Frank Dalby Davison (Australian Authors’ Publishing 
Company) 

1931 

July – Australian Broadcasting Commission went to air (Johnson 1997: 1) 1932 
1933 George Robertson of A&R died 

 
Dorothy Wall’s Blinky Bill published (A& R) 
 
ABC Argonauts Club went to air for the first time 
 
Australian Women’s Weekly 10 June – First Issue 
 
Book Censorship Advisory Committee established 

1934 NSW Publishers Association established with Walter Cousins of A&R and 
George Philip (Nicholson2000: 111) 
 
1934 Book Censorship Abolition League established 
 
Fatty Finn’s Weekly (1934-5) 

1935 Munn-Pitt Report on Public Libraries (ACER) released – scathing 
indictment of state of libraries in Australia 
 
Free Library Movement formed in Sydney 
  
Mary & Elizabeth Durack’s All-About – ‘a story of the black community on 
Argyle station, Kimberley’ (Saxby 1969: 151) 
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Pixie O’Harris’s Pearl Pink and Sea Greenie (A&R) 
 
Lothian was made Australian agent for the new Penguin paperbacks 
 
Fellowship of Australian Writers organized Australian Authors’ Week in 
Sydney 
Frank Dalby Davison’s Children of the Dark People (A&R) 1936 

1937 Beatrice Davis(1909-92) joined A&R as the first full-time editor in Australia 
 
D.W. Thorpe changed journal name to Ideas Incorporating The 
Booksellers, Stationers & Fancy Goods Journal in May (Nicholson 2000: 
80) 
 
Australian Institute of Librarians formed 
 
Literature Censorship Board replaced the Book Censorship Advisory 
Committee 
 
Nuri Mass’s Australian Wildflower Fairies (Shakespeare Head Press) 
Walt Disney’s first big feature film Snowhite and the Seven Dwarfs was 
shown in August (Nicholson 2000: 82)  

1938  
Australia’s 
sesqui-centenary 
– 150 years since 
White Settlement 
1939  
WWII begins 

Ure Smith Propriety Ltd founded 
 
Victorian Publishers Association established with George Garner of 
Whitcombe and Tombs as president…in Adelaide there was a small 
association led by Vern Branson of Rigby (Nicholson 2000: 112)  
 
Dorothy Wall’s The Complete Adventures of Blinky Bill (A&R) 
 
Commonwealth Literary Fund budget trebled to 4500 pounds and its brief 
changed. Annual fellowships and grants, publisher subsidies, assistance to 
literary journals, annual special lecture series at universities and regional 
centres (which ran from 1940 to 1964) (Adelaide, Lyons and Arnold 2001: 
94) 
 
Andrew Fabinyi (1908-78) arrives in Australia 
Commonwealth Literary Fund came under direction of a parliamentary 
committee including Prime Minister R.G. Menzies and a Literary Advisory 
Board was appointed (which ran from 1940 to 1964) (Adelaide, Lyons and 
Arnold 2001: 94) 

1940 

1941 Mary & Elizabeth Durack’s The Way of the Whirlwind (A&R) 
 
Elizabeth MacIntyre’s first book Ambrose Kangaroo was published 
(Consolidated Press) 
Digit Dick on the Barrier Reef (John Sands) 1942 
Georgian House established by Edgar C. Harris 1943 
Leslie Rees’s The Story of Shy the Platypus (John Sands) 1944 

1945 
WWII ends  

Children’s Book Week Committee formed in NSW to organize Book Week 
celebrations and coordinate awards; it would later become the Children’s 
Book Council of Australia (CBCA) 
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MUP re-published The Bay and Padie Book by Furnley Maurice 
 
Peg Maltby’s Peg’s Fairy Book 

1946 Karrawingi the Emu (John Sands) – first Australian CBCA Book of the 
Year. 
  
Penguin Books Australia established by R.W. (Bob) Maynard in Melbourne  
 
Longman opened Melbourne Office, leaving OUP 
 
Mary Grant Bruce’s Billabong Riders (Ward, Lock) – last in her series 
 
Elizabeth MacIntyre’s Susan Who Lives in Australia which had been 
published in the US (Scribners 1944) was published as Katherine in 
Australia and UK (Australasian Publishing) 
  
Joyce Nicholson began to write children’s book reviews for her father’s 
journal Ideas (Nicholson 2000: 107)  
 1947 

1948 Australian Book Publishers Association formed at 288 Collins Street, the 
office of Whitcombe’s, a meeting of 10 delegates. W.G. Cousins of A&R 
was president (Nicholson 2000: 112-3)  
 
Ideas ran an advertisement in August 1948 for Little Golden Books 
published in Australia by arrangement with Simon & Schuster (Nicholson 
2000: 112)  
  
UQP formally established 
 
May Gibbs’s The Complete Adventures of Snugglepot and Cuddlepie 
(A&R) 
 
Australian National University established 

1949 
R.G. Menzies 
becomes prime 
Minister 

Bill Smart visits London after 25 years representing Hodder in Australia 
 
By 1949 ABPA had 20 members 
 
Frank Eyre (1910-1988) sent out from UK to established Children’s Division 
OUP. He held first the post of Editorial Manager, and then General 
Manager until he retired in 1975  

1950 Smith’s Weekly newsletter ‘died’ 28 October 
 
‘National Library figures for Australian publications…had decreased to 745 
from the 1228 in 1946’ (Nicholson 2000: 126)  

1951 W.T. Sambell (former OUP manager) leaves OUP to establish 
Heinemann’s new branch in Melbourne  
 
Australian Junior Encyclopedia edited by Charles Barrett (Georgian House) 
1952 CBCA Award – The Australia Book by Eve Pownall illustrated by 
Margaret Senior (John Sands) 

1952 

 1953 
1954 
Queen Elizabeth 
makes first visit 
of reigning 

Jacaranda Press founded by Brian Clouston – Lloyd O’Neil first Manager 
 
Andrew Fabinyi became Publishing Director of F.W. Cheshire 
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monarch Australian Legendary Tales re-edited by H. Drake-Brockman and won the 
CBCA Book of the Year award  
 
A&R began publishing in London 
 1955  

1956 
Melbourne hosts 
Olympic Games 

Wish and the Magic Nut (John Sands) by Peggy Barnard illustrated by 
Sheila Hawkins CBCA Picture Book of the Year – first presentation of the 
award 
 
Paul & Felicity (Cecily Barker) Hodder visited Australia for first time 
 
Australian Advisory Council on Bibliographical Services (AACOBS) formed 
 
Enid Moodie Heddle’s The Boomerang Book of Legendary Tales 
(Longmans, Green and Co, 1957) [CBCA Book of the Year 1957] 
 
‘In November 1956, television came to Australia just in time for the Olympic 
Games…Sir Frank Packer’s TCN Channel 9, beat the Commission to air 
that year’ (Johnson 1997: 179)  
 
Government authorities banned The Catcher in the Rye [until 1957] as an 
‘indecent publication’ (Niall 1984: 273) 

1957 New Books for Boys and Girls, the CBCA (NSW) bulletin (later Reading 
Time) was published for the first time in October by Angus & Robertson 
(Copping 1999: 2-3)  
 
Miles Franklin award presented for the first time 

1958 Robert Sessions (from Hutchinson London) appointed to Cassell to 
develop an educational and trade list 
 
Nick Hudson recruited from UK to develop Heinemann Educational 
Australia 
 
Australian Encyclopedia released by A&R – 10 volumes took a decade to 
prepare 
  
Hodder Williams visit again 
 
Doubleday arrives (Haye 1981: 34) 
 
James Bennett Library Supplies opened 
 
Axel Poignant’s Piccaninny Walkabout (1957) [CBCA Picture Book of the 
Year 1958] 

1959 Joyce and Court Oldmeadow established their first book-selling business 
from their home 
 
Mr Squiggle first appeared on the ABC originating as a ‘fill-in’ on the 
Children’s TV Club. The club died but Mr Squiggle and Miss Pat (Lovell) 
and later Miss Pats went on to become television favourites. Operation and 
voices were done by Norman Hetherington (a former Bulletin cartoonist) 
and scripts were written by Margaret Hetherington 

1960 New Books for Boys and Girls, the CBCA (NSW) bulletin (later Reading 
Time) was printed by Atlantic Books, taking over from A&R. Early editors 
were Mrs K. Lindsell et al (Copping 1999: 2) 
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Lloyd O’Neil moved to Melbourne to establish Lansdowne Press (Curtain 
1993: 237) 
 
Frank Thompson joined UQP 
  
ABPA had 37 members 
 
A&R took over Robertson & Mullens (Nicholson 2000: 153) 
 
Albert Ullin established The Little Bookroom, Australia’s first specialist 
children’s bookseller in Melbourne 
 
UNSW established the first tertiary School of Librarianship 
 
AACOBS membership enlarged to become fully nationally representative 
 
NUCOM, a national union catalogue of monographs, was established 
 
National Library of Australia emerged as a separate entity 

1961 Australian Book Review first issue, founded by Geoffrey Dutton and Max 
Harris 
 
H.M. Green’s History of Australian Literature published (A&R) 
 
The Children’s Library Guild of Australia formed (Fabinyi 1971: 8) 
 
Fabinyi the first Australian publisher to take books (for Cheshire) to 
Frankfurt Book Fair (Nicholson 2000: 255)  
   
Maurice Tauber commenced his survey of library resources under the 
auspices of AACOBS  
 
Ken Wilder became head of Collins when Freddie Howe resigned  
(Nicholson 2000: 134) and remained manager until 1985 
 
Penguin celebrated 25 years as Australian subsidiary (Nicholson 2000: 
134)  

1962 Adelaide Writers’ Week held for the first time 
 
First Australian stand at Frankfurt with George Ferguson in charge 
(Nicholson 2000: 256)  
 
Jacaranda taken over by Wilkie & Odhams (IPC) 
 
Authors and Artists’ Series for Young Australians (Fabinyi 1971: 11)  
 
Barbara Buick became children’s editor of Cheshire  
 
John Sands celebrated its 125th anniversary (Nicholson 2000: 156) 
 
The first Australian Book Week (10-17 November) organized by committee 
headed by Lloyd O’Neil (Nicholson 2000: 156) 
 
Australian Books in Print produced by D.W. Thorpe as a separate 
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publication for the first time (Nicholson 2000: 156) 
 
Ruth Park’s The Muddle Headed Wombat(The Educational Press) 
illustrated by Noela Young was the first of a ten-book series which finished 
in 1976 
 
Manning Clark’s A History of Australia Vol 1 published (MUP) 
 
Peter Ryan takes over as Director of MUP from Gwyn James 
 
Penguin asked Geoffrey Dutton and Max Harris to establish an Australian 
list of original paperbacks  

1963 Joyce Boniwell Saxby appointed first children’s editor at A&R 
 
Australian Society of Authors established with Dal Stivens as President  
 
Sydney University Press established 
 
Rosemary Wighton’s Early Australian Children’s Literature edited by 
Geoffrey Dutton (Australian Writers and their Work series) (OUP)  
 
Penguin Books Australia’s first three Australian titles: Rosemary Wighton’s 
Kangaroo Tales; Randolph Stow’s To the Islands; Three Australian Plays 
introduced by H.G.Kippax  
 
Cassell, Pergamon and Bodley Head all established local publishing 
programs (Haye 1981: 31) 
 
Desmond Flower visited Australian to establish Cassells as separate 
company (Nicholson 2000: 159)  
 
Australian publishers began producing their own paperback series 
(Nicholson 2000: 159) 
 
‘Joyce Nicholson’s picture book Kerri and Honey (Lansdowne) made 
history as the first Australian book in the post-war boom to be printed 
overseas’ (Nicholson 2000: 152) 
 
John Wiley arrived (Haye 1981: 32)  
 
Lothian’s 75th anniversary 
  
Sam Ure Smith and Mervyn Horton published Art and Australia first issue 
 
Australian Literary Studies first issue published edited by Laurie Hergenhan

1964 Lansdowne sold to F.W. Cheshire and Lloyd O’Neil remained Manager for 
5 years 
 
Thomas Nelson & the New Zealand firm A.H. & A.W. Reed established 
local publishing offices (Haye 1981: 31) (Nicholson 2000: 166) 
 
Joyce Boniwell Saxby (1923-) died 
 
Collier Macmillan arrived (Haye 1981: 32) 
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Donald Horne’s The Lucky Country was Penguin’s first Australian 
bestseller 
 
We Are Going by Kath Walker (Jacaranda Press) 
 
My Brother Jack by George Johnston (Collins) 
 
The Australian and New Zealand Book Company was founded. 

1965 Cheshire taken over by Wilkie (IPC) 
 
Ure Smith taken over by Horwitz 
 
Horwitz and Rigby merged to become Australia’s largest publisher 
(Nicholson 2000:168)  
 
Joyce Boniwell Saxby was succeeded at A&R by Barbara Ker Wilson 
 
Macmillan local publishing began (Haye 1981: 31) 
 
C.L.S. Newsletter Vol 1, No 1 (April) – the joint publication of the Children’s 
Libraries and School Libraries Sections of the Australian Library and 
Information Association (previously the LAA). It later became (after 
November 1976) Orana: Journal of School and Children’s Librarianship  
 
Sun Books established by Brian Stonier, Geoffrey Dutton and Max Harris 
 
‘The Magic Circle Club’ was produced by ATV O from 1965 to 1968 and 
was a compelling ‘blend of fantasy, storytelling, music and variety 
segments. The host was Nancy Cato, accompanied by other characters 
(Lees and Macintyre 1993: 281)   

1966 
Australia enters 
Vietnam War  
 
Decimal Currency 
introduced in 
Australia 
 

Computers started to be mentioned in Ideas for first time (Nicholson 2000: 
170) 
 
Australian National University Press established 
  
New Books for Boys and Girls, the CBCA (NSW) bulletin, Issue no 25, 
December 1966, was edited by Geoff Atkinson of the School Library 
Service (Copping 1999: 2) 
 
First volume of Australian Dictionary of Biography (MUP) 
 
23 February – the Book Trade Group formed 
  
Roland Robinson’s Aboriginal Myths and Legends (Sun Books) 
 
Ure Smith celebrated 50th anniversary 
 
Robert Cross arrived from England to become managing director of 
Macmillan Australia Pty Ltd (Nicholson 2000: 171) 
 
National Library established a centralized cataloguing service 
 
Book Bounty introduced by Australian government 

1967 Randolph Stow’s Midnite (Puffin) published 
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For July issue of CBCA’s journal New Books for Boys and Girls the name 
was changed to Reading Time 
 
John Sands won the ‘Toy-of-the-trade’ Award with ‘Twister’ (Nicholson 
2000: 175) 
 
Paul Hamlyn Pty Ltd a wholly-owned subsidiary of Paul Hamlyn Holdings 
London appeared in Australia, with John D. Patience as chairman of the 
board and Kevin Weldon, managing director (Nicholson 2000: 177)   
 
Joyce Saxby’s One Hundred Poems Chosen for Children (A&R) was 
released (posthumously) with Astra Lacis’s illustrations 
 
Endeavour Reading Program ‘extensive and wholly Australian’ (White 
1992: 112) reading program first published by Jacaranda Press 
 
Jacaranda published the first Australian school atlas 
 
‘Adventure Island’ succeeded the ‘Magic Circle Club’ on ATV O. Written by 
John Michael Howson, it ran from 1967 to 1972 and was hosted by Cato, 
Liz Harris and others 

1968 H.J. Ashton formed an Australian company, following the formation of the 
New Zealand company under the umbrella of the US parent company 
Scholastic (Stewart 1990: 130)  
 
Fabinyi became Managing Director of Cheshire 
 
Lloyd O’Neil left Lansdowne to become group general manager of 
Cheshire group of companies (Nicholson 2000: 181)   
 
Paul Hamlyn/Books for Pleasure Group opened an Australian branch with 
Kevin Weldon as manager; Paul Hamlyn Australia bought 40% of Sun 
Books, and Paul Hamlyn opened warehouse at Dee Why – the new 
company was to start an Australian list and to distribute UK IPC titles 
(Nicholson 2000: 183) 
 
Jennifer Rowe begins work as editor for Lansdowne (Hamlyn)  
 
Penguin International merged with Pearson Longman 
 
Hutchinson began local publishing 
 
Roland Robinson’s Wandjina: Children of the Dreamtime illustrated by Rod 
Shaw (Jacaranda Press) [Commended CBCA Awards 1969]  
 
Joyce Nicholson began to work at Ideas four days a week as managing 
editor (Nicholson 2000: 178) 
 
Ideas (March 1968) was a special feature on Children’s Publishing 
 
Statement of Terms finally announced by Andrew Fabinyi (Nicholson 2000: 
180) forty years after D.W. Thorpe and Albert Ritchie had visited UK and 
obtained publisher’s agreement to it!   
 
Jim McQuilton of Ward Lock retired after 42 years of service Nicholson 
2000: 180)  
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At an ABA meeting, Frank Eyre introduced a plan for a new editing and 
book production course (Nicholson 2000: 183)   
 
Australian Copyright Council established 
 
1968 Ron Abbey (b. London) and Eve Abbey (b. NZ) opened their first 
bookshop in Pitt Street, soon moving to George Street, in Sydney. They 
followed by opening a string of specialist bookshops eg Galaxy (Science 
fiction) Centrepoint (young people) (Nicholson 2000: 229-230) 
 
National Library building opened in Canberra 
 
Federal Grants to School Libraries established 

1969 Maurice Saxby’s A History of Australian Children’s Literature 1841-1941 
Vol 1 (Wentworth Books) 
 
CUP acquired Sales/Distribution Agency of Georgian House 
 
Paul Hamlyn began local publishing (Haye 1981: 31) 
 
Ted Greenwood’s and Ivan Southall’s Sly Old Wardrobe (F.W. Cheshire 
1968) wins the CBCA 1969 Picture Book of the year Award 
 
1969-1977 Andrew Fabinyi Managing Director, Pergamon Australia  
 
ABPA had 57 members 
 
Australian Book Trade Advisory Committee dissolved and two bodies 
formed – the Joint Publishers Association and the Booksellers Joint 
Council (Nicholson 2000: 198) 
 
First Australian Library Week 30 May - 7 June. 
 
Book Bounty introduced 

1970 A&R – major share issue owned by Collins sold to Tjuringa Securities, an 
associate of IPEC Insurance Limited which under the chairmanship of 
Gordon Barton became the parent company. Richard Walsh became 
Publisher. John Ferguson became London director and established 
children’s list there 
 
Reading Time No 36 (July) edited by Anne Ingram for the first time, and 
Wentworth Press became the printers. It became the official journal of the 
CBCA in all states and a charter was ratified by national Council (Copping 
1999: 2)  
 
C.L.S. Newsletter Vol 6, No 1 (February) became the national journal of the 
Children’s Libraries Section of ALIA 
 
Australian Books in Print introduced a subject listing (Nicholson 2000: 199)  
 
Australian Government Publishing Service established 

1971  ‘Trade Practices Act 1971, made resale price maintenance illegal unless 
exemption was gained’ (Nicholson 2000: 205). Retail Price Maintenance 
outlawed 
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The Children’s Bookshop, Beecroft, the first Specialist Children’s Bookshop 
in NSW opened by Robin Morrow and her mother Beryl Moncrieff 
Matthews 
 
Maurice Saxby’s A History of Australian Children’s Literature 1941-1970 
Vol 2 (Wentworth Books) 
 
Anne Ingram appointed children’s book editor for Collins/A&R 
 
Era Publications formed 
 
Lloyd O’Neil sacked by Cheshire group 
 
Brian Stonier made Managing Director of Macmillan Company of Australia 
Pty Ltd 
 
ABPA had 67 members 
 
Barnie Rivers became Managing Director of Cheshire (Nicholson 2000: 
207)  
 
Peter Taylor came to be Managing Director of Hutchinson Group Australia 
Pty Ltd (Nicholson 2000: 207)  
 
Weekly Blue Newsletter began (Nicholson 2000: 209) 
 
50th Anniversary of Thorpe’s trade magazine (Nicholson 2000: 211)  
 
O’Neil and John Currey formed Currey O’Neil (Haye 1981: 38)  
 
IPC sold Cheshire to Xerox and Stonier went to Macmillan with Sun Books  
 
Heinemann Educational began local publishing (Haye 1981: 33) 
 
ABPA Book Design Awards were offered for the first time 
  
Waltzing Matilda (Collins, 1970) illustrated by Desmond Digby won the 
CBCA Picture Book of the Year Award 

1972 
Whitlam 
Government 
elected 

Ivan Southall won the UK Carnegie Medal for Josh (A&R) 
 
Book industry lost their challenge to the Retail Price Maintenance ruling 
(Nicholson 2000: 217). A National Book Trade Seminar was held to discuss 
results and a booklet of proceedings published by Thorpe 
  
Waltzing Matilda (Collins) by Desmond Digby – first Australian Picture 
Book to win the Critica in Erba Prize at Bologna  
 
Paul Hamlyn formed Octopus after parting company with Hamlyn/Books for 
Pleasure Group, and entered Australia again 
 
IPC bought Hamlyn 
 
Paul Hamlyn bought Ure Smith from Horwitz (Haye 1981: 34) 
 
A&R sold educational backlist to McGraw Hill (Haye 1981: 37) 
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Stradbroke Dreamtime (A&R) by Oodgeroo of the tribe Noonuccal 
 
Edward Coffey came from job in UK as London sales manager of Collins, 
to be Managing Director at Hodder (Nicholson 2000: 216) 
 
Collins celebrated their 100th anniversary with a special Australian 
Booksellers & Publishers issue (Nicholson 2000: .218)  

1973 
18 year olds 
granted right to 
vote in Australia 

The Giant Devil Dingo (A&R) – first Dick Roughsey/Percy Trezise book 
published [Winner CBCA Picture Book of the Year Award 1974] 
 
Literature Board of the Australia Council took over the function of the 
Commonwealth Literary Fund 
 
John Ferguson returned home from London and David Harris became 
director of A&R London while Jenny Rowe managed A&R Australian 
children’s list 
 
Dromkeen Homestead and Collection established by Court and Joyce 
Oldmeadow 
 
Beatrice Davis left A&R and joined Nelson 
 
Patricia Wrightson’s The Nargun and the Stars (Hutchinson) [Winner CBCA 
Book of the Year Award 1974] 
 
The Book Trade Working Party formed 
 
The National Book Council formed 
 
Public Lending Right (PLR) legislation – the last legislation passed by 
Whitlam Government before ‘the dismissal’. Rules were drawn up by 
George Ferguson, Richard Hall, Barrett Reid (Nicholson 2000: 233)  
 
Government funding to Literature Board increased from $300,000 to 
$1,000,000 (Nicholson 2000: 225) 
 
Patrick White won Nobel Prize for literature  

1974 Retail Price Maintenance ended 
 
Lu Rees Archives established in ACT by CBCA and University Canberra 
 
Anne Ingram had stand at Bologna 
 
Colin Thiele’s Storm Boy illustrated by Robert Ingpen published by Rigby 
 
Margaret Hamilton joined Hodder & Stoughton as Production Manager 
 
The ABPA had 91 members 
 
PLR introduced 
 
Australian Copyright Council established the Copyright Agency Limited 
(CAL) 
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19 April – a conference held in Sydney on ‘The Importance of Books’ 
(Nicholson 2000: 233)  
 
Peter Taylor left Hutchinson Group Australia to become Australian 
Managing Director of the Hicks Smith companies (Nicholson 2000: 247)  

1975 
Dismissal of 
Whitlam 
Government 

Frank Eyre resigned and David Cunningham became manager of OUP 
(Nicholson 2000: 243)  
 
Collins published Poor Fellow, My Country by Xavier Herbert 
 
Edward Arnold and Hutchinson began local publishing (Haye 1981: 33) 
 
A.B. Paterson’s The Man From Ironbark (Collins 1974) illustrated by 
Quentin Hole – Winner CBCA Picture Book of the Year Award 
 
Djurguba: Tales from the Spirit Time (1974) (by a group of students from 
Kormilda College, Darwin) [Commended CBCA Picture Book Award 1975] 
 
‘By 1975 there were at least twelve American publishers with a presence in 
Australia’ (compared to almost thirty British ones)…’ (Haye 1981: 35)  
 
McPhee Gribble founded and later did some children’s packaging (Haye 
1981: 39) 
 
Alitji in the Dreamtime (Department of Adult Education, University of 
Adelaide) – Pitjantjatjara adaptation of Alice in Wonderland (adapted by 
Nancy Shepard; edited by Barbara Ker Wilson) 
 
ABPA took on first full time director – James Hall had been Literary Editor 
and then Editor of the Australian 
  
ABA appointed full-time director Trevor McLennan (Nicholson 1981: 237, 
241) 
 
Industries Assistance Commission into the Publishing Industry instituted by 
federal government 
 
Association of Independent Publishers (AIPAA) formed 
 
Committee of Enquiry Into Public Libraries chaired by A.R. Horton 
produced the Horton Report – change of government failed to see it 
implemented 

1976 Daniel Wrixon Thorpe founder of AB&P died 
 
Editors ‘filed a log of [pay] claims. Editors were usually women and were 
assuredly the most underpaid people in publishing… Their ambit claim 
went from $224.00 per week for first year editors up to $393.00 for senior 
editors, class 2.’ (Nicholson 1981: 246)   
 
Methuen began local publishing (Haye 1981: 33)  
 
Dick Roughsey’s The Rainbow Serpent (Collins 1975) – Winner CBCA 
Picture Book of the Year Award 
 
Xerox sold Cheshire to Longman (Haye 1981: 35) 
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. 
C.L.S. Newsletter carried title for last time in November 1976 
 
Booksellers Joyce and Court Oldmeadow awarded the UK Eleanor Farjeon 
award. (Nicholson 2000: 249) 
 
Margaret Dunkle as Children’s Library Officer of Victoria’s Public Libraries 
Division organized a large and colourful van, the Jolly Jumbuck, which 
travelled around Victorian country centres presenting plays, etc. (Nicholson 
2000: 249)  
  
Industries Assistance Enquiry commenced 
 
Introduction of ‘Air Book Australia, to bring books in cheaply’ (Nicholson 
2000: 251)   
 
Jon Wiley & Sons of the USA took over Jacaranda to become Jacaranda 
Wiley (Nicholson 2000: 251)   
 
Patricia Wrightson’s selections of writing from the NSW School Magazine 
Emu Stew (Kestrel) was released 
 
McPhee Gribble began to publish their Practical Puffins series 
 
Fremantle Arts Centre Press established 
 
Hyland House established 

1977 C.L.S. Newsletter became Orana: Journal of School and Children’s 
Librarianship 
 
D.W. Thorpe belonged entirely to Joyce Nicholson (Nicholson 2000: 252)  
 
Australian Puffin Club established 
 
Anne Ingram resigned as editor of Reading Time and Eleanor Stodart in 
Canberra took over (1977-1982). Printing with Wentworth Press continued 
(Copping 1999: 3)  
 
AIPA made successful representation to the Foreign Investment Review 
Board to stop Rigby from being purchased by Octopus 
 
Allen & Unwin began local publishing (Haye 2000: 33) 
 
The Aboriginal Children’s History of Australia (Rigby) [Commended CBCA 
Picture Book Award 1978] 
 
The AB&P’s Australian Book Scene appeared for first time in a 1977-8 
edition 
 
Hamlyn celebrated 10 years in Australia (Nicholson 2000: 255)  

1978 ‘Ashton Scholastic acquired Oldmeadows Booksellers, with its three 
bookshops in Victoria, including Dromkeen, an historic  homestead… 
devoted to becoming a great “omnium gatherum” of Australian children’s 
literature’ (Stewart 1990: 130)   
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Andrew Fabinyi (b.1908) died 
 
Kaye Ronai began Penguin Australia list  
 
Rigby takeover by the Australian publishing Hamlyn Group RCI (James 
Hardie Industries) (Haye 1981: 36) 
 
The Storytelling Guild held its inaugural meeting 
 
Margaret Hamilton becomes a director of Hodder 
 
Jenny Wagner and Ron Brooks’ John Brown Rose and the Midnight Cat 
(Penguin 1977) won CBCA Picture Book of the Year Award 
  
Sandra Forbes became director of the ABPA in 1978 
 
A & R bookshops in Sydney sold to Gordon & Gotch 

1979 Industry Assistance Commission Report: The Publishing Industry 
 
A.H. & A.W. Reed’s side of educational backlist sold to Longman Cheshire 
(Haye 1981: 37) 
 
Bill Scott’s Boori (OUP 1978) Highly Commended CBCA Book of the Year 
Award 
 
Dick Roughsey & Percy Trezise’s The Quinkins (Collins 1978) Winner 
CBCA Picture Book of the Year Award 
 
Robin Klein’s The Giraffe in Pepperell Street (Hodder) received a Special 
Mention in the Critici in Erba Prize at Bologna 
 
Rosalind Price joined Oxford University Press in Melbourne as children’s 
book publisher after Cunningham took over when Eyre retired in 1975 
 
James Hardie Pty Ltd took over Rigbys in Adelaide (Branson 1986: 42) 

1980 15th July – the Lu Rees Archives officially deposited in Canberra College of 
Advanced Education library 
 
Bill Scott’s Darkness Under the Hills (OUP) [Highly Commended in CBCA 
Award 1981].  
 
Anne Bower Ingram becomes freelance editor 
 
Jacaranda Wiley 25th anniversary 
 
Australian/Vogel National Literary Award began 
 
Laurie Muller appointed chief executive of Hamlyn Group Book Trade 
Division (Nicholson 2000: 282) 
 
Australian Books In Print went onto microfiche 

1981 Omnibus Books established in Adelaide by Jane Covernton and Sue 
Williams 
 
Michael Webster appointed Managing Director of Thorpe in 1981 and  
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Joyce Nicholson went part-time and started Leisure Press 
 
Classroom Magazine for infant and primary school teachers, was launched 
in 1981 (Stewart 1990: 134) 
 
21st Birthday of The Little Bookroom and Oldmeadows Booksellers 
 
Rupert Murdoch’s News Ltd acquired Angus & Robertson Publishing from 
Gordon Barton’s IPEC Holdings Group 
 
Copyright Amendment Act came into force 
 
Methuen LBC acquired the longtime publishing houses of Cassell Australia 
and Collier-Macmillan Associated Book Publishers (Nicholson 2000: 294) 
 
Oxford History of Australian Literature Leonie Kramer (OUP) 
 
Australian Bibliographical Network (ABN) launched. Later Australian 
School Library Cataloguing Information Service (ASCIS) developed in the 
1980s by schools 
 
Five Mile Press established by Roland Harvey as an arm of his design 
company Roland Harvey Studios [A later press of the same name was 
established in 1991] 
 

1982 Australian Children’s Television Foundation founded with Patricia Edgar as 
director (Reading Time January 1987: 13)  
 
Lu Rees was the inaugural recipient of the Dromkeen Medal 
 
Dick Roughsey and Percy Trezise’s Turramulli The Giant Quinkin (Collins) 
[Commended CBCA Picture Book of the Year Award 1983] 
 
Reading Time was edited by first Margaret Lamb then Lauren Harman in 
Canberra. A Management Committee was established 
 
Anne Bower Ingram appointed children’s book publishing consultant to 
Lothian by Louis Lothian 
 
Legislation to introduce wholesale tax on books was defeated in Senate 

1983 Ashton began Eyespy Magazine, its environmental and discovery 
magazine (Stewart 1990: 134)  
 
Lu Rees died and was awarded a Medal of the Order of Australia 
 
Maurice Saxby awarded the Dromkeen Medal 
 
By 1983 Puffin Books accounted for 49% of all children’s books sold in 
Australia (Bradbury 1985: 51) 
 
First Aboriginal Writers’ Conference, Perth, WA 
 
Greater Glider Productions Pty Ltd began 
 
Marcie Muir received inaugural Nan Chauncy Award 
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1984 Jenny Rowe Children’s Publisher A&R 
 
Patricia Wrightson awarded the Dromkeen Medal 
 
Ken Wilder retired from Collins after 23 years 
 
Penguin adopted Viking for its hardback imprint titles 
 
Robin Klein’s Hating Alison Ashley (Penguin) published 

1985 Dick Roughsey died 
 
Barbara Ker Wilson invited to join UQP to establish YA list 
 
Anne Bower Ingram awarded the Dromkeen Medal 
 
Ashton Scholastic took over Great Australian Book Fairs from Scholars 
Choice (Rigby) (Stewart 1990: 133) 
 
Magpies Editorial Committee established 
 
21st anniversary of Orana celebrated with first illustrated cover 
 
Children’s Publishing Group of the ABPA initiated and convened by 
Margaret Hamilton 
 
Walter McVitty Books launched 
 
The Little Bookroom (Australia’s first Children’s Bookshop) celebrates its 
25th Anniversary 
 
‘Anne Bower Ingram…as children’s book consultant for Lothian from 1982, 
sold rights at Bologna Children’s Book Fair in March 1985 to Viking 
Penguin Inc. of New York for Mouse’s Marriage by Junko Morimoto; First 
There Was Frances by Bob Graham was sold to British, French, Swedish, 
American and Canadian publishers, as well as the rights to a paperback 
edition; British and American rights to the same author’s Pearl’s Place were 
also sold’ (Sayers 1988: 81) 
 
Kevin Weldon formed Weldon-Hardie, which now owned Rigby Lansdowne 
and many others 
 
Penguin celebrated 50th anniversary 
 
Richard Walsh appointed to Australian Consolidated Press 
 
Paul Jennings’ first book Unreal (Penguin) published 
 
Joyce Nicholson sold D.W. Thorpe to McPherson’s which sold on to Reed-
Elsevier 
 
Oxford Anthology of Australian Literature edited by Dame Leonie Kramer 
published by OUP 
 
Commonwealth scrapped support for school libraries 

1986 A & R celebrated its centenary 
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Australia Act 
comes into force 

 
Magpies Magazine established 
 
Albert Ullin was awarded the Dromkeen Medal 
 
Lucky Magazine was launched by Ashton Scholastic (Stewart 1990: 134) 
 
Stephanie Owen Reeder became editor of Reading Time in April (1986-
1987). The July issue was the 100th issue and a full cover was introduced 
for the first time, as well as a section of articles 
  
Hans Christian Andersen Award won for the first time by two Australians – 
Writer, Patricia Wrightson and Illustrator, Robert Ingpen 
 
Rippa Reading first issue 
 
Australian Children’s Television Foundation released Winners Series 
 
CBC Shortlist kit released for the first time 
 
Lansdowne/Rigby moved to Dee Why and closed its Adelaide operations 
 
Oxford Companion to Australian Literature edited by Bill Wilde, Joy Hooton 
and Barry Andrews 

1987 Arone Raymond Meeks’s first illustrated book Catherine Berndt’s  
Pheasant and the Kingfisher (Martin Educational/Ashton Scholastic ) 
[Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book Award, 1988; Winner Crichton Award 
1987]  
 
James Aldridge won the English Guardian Award for Children’s Books for 
The True Story of Spit McPhee (Penguin 1986) 
 
Magabala Books was established by the Kimberley Aboriginal Law and 
Culture Centre 
 
Joan Phipson was awarded the Dromkeen Medal 
 
My Place by Nadia Wheatley and Donna Rawlins (Collins Dove) [Winner 
CBCA Junior Book of the Year: Younger Readers and Eve Pownall Award 
1988] 
 
Sally Morgan’s My Place (FAWP) 
 
John Cohen (at Charles Sturt University) became editor of Reading Time 
and the January issue saw a new numbering system adopted with it 
becoming Vol 31, No1, and a permanent full-colour cover was introduced in 
July (Copping 1999: 3) 
 
Five-person Australian Children Literature delegation to China on behalf of 
the CBCA – Alf Mappin (National CBCA.President), Margaret Hamilton 
(publisher), Julie Vivas (illustrator), Allan Baillie (author) and Maurice 
Saxby (critic and lecturer) 
 
‘In July…Margaret Dunkle succeeded Anne Bower Ingram as the children’s 
book publishing consultant’ at Lothian (Sayers 1988: 82) 
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On 12 October Ingram announced that she ‘would be “responsible for 
publishing an exclusive list of quality children’s books, both fiction and  
non-fiction. These books will carry a special imprint – COLLINS 
AUSTRALIA in association with ANNE INGRAM BOOKS”’(Alderman 1990: 
118)  

1988  
Australian Bi-
centenary 
 
 

Joan Grant’s Australopedia (McPhee Gribble) illustrated by the Design 
students at Phillip Institute published – first major Australian non-fiction 
project 
 
Bologna 25 years Exhibition Tour 
 
Museum of Australian Childhood opened with director Robert Holden, 
housed at Juniper Hall, Paddington, Sydney. It was based on the Thyne 
Reid Australian Children’s Collection donated to the National Trust by 
James Hardie Industries 
   
Magabala Books published its first two children’s books 
 
My Place in Space by Robin and Sally Hirst illustrated by Roland Harvey 
and Joe Levine was a 1989 CBCA Honour book 
  
Margaret Hamilton Books was launched with Who Killed Cockatoo by 
Rodney Macrae [being a new edition of the 19th century classic by W.A. 
Cawthorne (187?)] 
 
John Marsden’s So Much To Tell You (Walter McVitty 1987) won CBCA 
Book of the Year for Older Readers 
 
Little Ark, a children’s Imprint of Allen & Unwin was launched 
 
The Society of Book Illustrators (SOBI) was formed 
 
‘Koalas, Kangaroos and Kookaburras – 200 Australian Children’s Books 
and Illustrations 1857-1988’ tour 
 
Frank Eyre (b.1910) died 
 
Jenny Rowe left A&R to become editor Australian Women’s Weekly 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Patricia Scott 
 
Joyce Oldmeadow received the Nan Chauncy Award 

1989 A&R merged with Collins (Australia) to form Collins/Angus & Robertson 
under parent company Harper Collins, owned by News International 
Limited 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Robert Ingpen 
 
Dromkeen national tour of 200 pieces of original art, books and 
manuscripts 
 
The Story of the Falling Star (Aboriginal Studies Press) told by Elsie Jones 
with drawings by Doug Jones et al 
 
Reading Time Vol. 33 changed to A4 format 
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David Unaipon Award was founded by UQP and Arts Queensland 
 
Jeanie Adams’ Pigs and Honey (Omnibus) [Winner CBCA Book of the 
Year: Younger Readers Award 1990] 

1990 Maurice Saxby’s ‘Proof of the Puddin’: Australian Children’s Literature 
1970-1990 (Ashton Scholastic) 
 
North Sydney Council purchased Nutcote, home of May Gibbs, as a 
Museum 
 
Jam Roll Press published its first book Message from Avalon by Jenny 
Wagner 
 
The Literature Base magazine launched 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Mem Fox 
 
Helen Chamberlin joined Lothian 
 
Allen & Unwin Australia bought by its Australian directors  

1991 
International Year 
of Literacy  
 

Dromkeen Medal awarded to Robin Klein 
 
Omnibus Books celebrated 10th birthday and joined Scholastic with Jane 
Covernton and Sue Williams continuing as publishers 
  
Random House launched Mark Macleod Books 
 
CBCA Notable Books List released for first time 
 
Gary Crew won CBCA Book of the Year (Older Readers) for Strange 
Objects 
 
Multicultural Children’s Literature Award presented for first time by the 
Office of Multicultural Affairs to The Rainbow Serpent (Yipirinya School 
Council) by Elaine Sharpe illustrated by Jennifer Inkamala. No awards in 
the Junior and Senior categories 
 
Agnes Niewenhuizen held first Book Gig at St Martin’s Youth Centre 
Melbourne 
 
Northern Territory established CBCA Branch making it truly national 
 
Gordon & Gotch announced closure of book distribution (Australian 
Encyclopedia 1996: 506)  
 
Fremantle Arts Centre Press established Sandcastle Books, a picture book 
imprint 

1992 
Mabo decision 
handed down by 
High Court of 
Australia 
 

Unicef Medal won for first time by an Australian – Arone Raymond Meeks’ 
Enora and the Crane (1991) 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Julie Vivas 
 
CBCA first National Conference, Sydney  
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CBCA Information Book Award (Eve Pownall) launched 
 
Gary Crew wins both the CBCA Book of the Year (Older Readers) for 
Angel’s Gate (Lothian 1992) and the Picture Book of the Year award for 
First Light (Lothian 1992) illustrated by Peter Gouldthorpe 
 
Beatrice Davis (b.1909) died 
 
Herb Wharton’s Unbranded (UQP) 
 
Museum of Australian Childhood, Paddington, Sydney, closed 
  
Tjarany/ Roughtail! by Gracie Greene and Joe Tramacchi, illustrated by  
Lucille Gill (Magabala Books) [CBCA Eve Pownall  Award: Information 
Books 1993]  
 
Reading Time introduced new graphics and adopted a more rigorous policy 
of reviewing Australian and New Zealand books after a request from the 
national AGM 

1993  
The Native Title 
Act introduced 
 

Views on Reviews Conference, Adelaide – first National Children’s 
Literature Reviewing Conference 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Alf Mappin 
 
Viewpoint reviewing journal for YA literature launched 
 
Puffin Books celebrated 30 years of publishing in Australia 
 
Julie Vivas and Mem Fox’s Possum Magic (Omnibus) published 
 
James Moloney’s Dougy (UQP) published 
 
First National Indigenous Women Writers’ Conference, Brisbane 
 
Laurie Copping received Nan Chauncy award 
 
Booyooburra (Hyland House) by Lionel Fogarty illustrated by Sharon 
Hodgson 
  
Ian Abdulla’s As I Grew Older (Omnibus) published 
 
Belinda Bolliger joined Hodder as children’s editor 

1994 
International Year 
of the Family 

Myra Lee the inaugural recipient of the Pixie O’Harris Award 
 
Jam Roll Press became part of UQP with Leonie Tyle as Children’s Editor 
and Robyn Sheahan ceased working on the list some months later 
 
21st Anniversary of Ron Brooks and Jenny Wagner ’s The Bunyip of 
Berkeley’s Creek and Dromkeen commissioned a sculpture to 
commemorate it 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Agnes Niewenhuizen 
 
CBCA 2nd National Conference, Melbourne 
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Alan Tucker’s Too Many Captain Cooks [Honour Book CBCA Eve Pownall 
Award for Information Books 1995] 
 
Magpies magazine changed editorship as Alf Mappin edited last issue in 
September, and co-owner of journal and of The Singing Tree Bookshop, 
Rayma Turton, took over in November, and moved to Brisbane 
 
Alf Mappin accepted position as Children’s Publisher Ashton Scholastic 
 
Fremantle Arts Centre Press established a fiction for young readers list 

1995 CBCA celebrated its 50th anniversary 
 
Walter McVitty awarded an OAM 
 
Maurice Saxby awarded an AM 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Jennifer Rowe 
 
UK Kate Greenaway Medal first Australian Winner – Gregory Rogers for 
Way Home (Random House) written by Libby Hathorn  
 
Australia Council Literature Board awarded grants to illustrators for first 
time 
 
Magpies celebrated its 10th anniversary, and moved from Perth to Brisbane 
  
Pegi Williams awarded the Pixie O’Harris Award 

1996 
Wik decision 
handed down by 
High Court of 
Australia 
 
 

Scholastic became Australia’s 6th biggest book publisher (Hely 1998: 19)  
 
CBCA 3rd National Conference, Claiming a Place, Brisbane 
 
Robin Morrow awarded the Pixie O’Harris Award 
 
ABPA became the Australian Publishing Association 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Belle Alderman 
 
Reading Time introduced a New Zealand books section in November issue 
 
Jane Covernton and Sue Williams left Omnibus Books and Dyan Blacklock 
became publisher under Scholastic’s umbrella 

1997 Margaret Hamilton Books became part of Scholastic 
 
Walter McVitty Books sold to Lothian Books 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Colin Thiele 
 
Barbara Ker Wilson awarded the Pixie O’Harris Award 
  
Colin Thiele’s memoir With Dew on My Boots last Walter McVitty book 
published under imprint 
 
In September IAD Press launched a trade imprint Jukurrpa Books which 
included children’s books, oral histories, fiction and topical Aboriginal 
issues 
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Working Title Press established by Jane Covernton and Sue Williams as a 
packager and consultant to Omnibus Books 

1998  Scholastic 30th Anniversary in Australia 
 
Mark Macleod Books (Random) closed 
 
Macleod started new list with Hodder 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Graeme Base 
 
The first Australian Aboriginal YA text published – Melissa Lucashenko’s 
Killing Darcy (UQP) 
 
Meme McDonald & Boori Pryor’s My Girragundji (Allen & Unwin) [Winner 
Book of the Year: Younger Readers Award 1999] 
 
Yvonne Edwards’ and Brenda Day’s Going for Kalta (IAD Press) [Winner 
CBCA Eve Pownall Award for Information Books 1999] 
 
Boori (Monty) Pryor & Meme McDonald’s Maybe Tomorrow (Penguin) 
[Shortlisted CBCA Eve Pownall Award for Information Books 1999] 
  
The Rabbits by John Marsden & Shaun Tan (Lothian) [Winner CBCA 
Picture Book of the Year Award 1999] 
 
Philip Gwynne’s Deadly Unna! (Penguin) [Winner CBCA Book of the Year: 
Older Readers 1999] 
 
CBCA 4th National Conference Time Will Tell, Adelaide, SA 
 
Margaret Hamilton awarded the Pixie O’Harris Award 
 
Alan Tucker’s Side by Side (Omnibus) [Shortlisted CBCA Eve Pownall 
Award for Information Books] 
 
The Wrightson List (Random House) 
 
Walter McVitty received the Nan Chauncy Award 
 
A ‘Legends of Literature’ Lunch was held by the CBCA (Qld) on 21 
November to simultaneously celebrate McVitty’s award and Thiele’s 1997 
Dromkeen Award1998 

1999 Erica Irving left Penguin and started Silverfish imprint for Duffy & 
Snellgrove 
 
Julie Watts became Executive Publisher of Books for Children & Young 
Adults at Penguin Books Australia 
 
Laura Harris moved from Harper Collins to become Associate Publisher at 
Penguin Books Australia 
 
Joyce Oldmeadow awarded the 1999 Pixie O’Harris Award 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Barbara Ker Wilson 
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Reading Time Vol 43, No 1 (February) celebrated its 150th issue 
 
Herb Wharton’s Yumba Days (UQP) 
 
Working Title Press established as independent imprint after 2 years of 
packaging 

2000 
Sydney hosts 
Olympics  

Duffy & Snellgrove sold to Pan Macmillan and discontinued Silverfish 
imprint 
 
Erica Wagner (formerly Irving) joined Allen & Unwin 
 
Alison Lester’s Ernie Plays the Didgeridoo (Hodder) 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Paul Jennings 
 
Belle Alderman receives the Nan Chauncy Award 
 
CBCA 5th National Conference The Third Millennium - Read On! Canberra 
 
Armin Greder and Libby Gleeson’s The Great Bear (Scholastic) – first 
Australian title to win the Bologna Ragazzi Award 
 
Ann James and Anne Haddon awarded the Pixie O’Harris Award for their 
contributions to Children’s Literature 
 
Little Hare Books established 
 
Black Dog Books established 

2001  
Centenary of 
Federation 

Margaret Hamilton Books sold to Scholastic outright by the directors 
Margaret and Max Hamilton 
 
Rayma Turton awarded the Pixie O’Harris Award for her contributions to 
Children’s Literature as editor of Magpies 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Julie Watts 
 
Alf Mappin retired as publisher at Scholastic and David Harris assumed 
that role as well as Managing Director, with Margrete Lamond as Children’s 
Editor 

2002  
Year of the 
Outback 
 
 

 

CBCA’s 6th National conference Write, Right, Rite at the Edge, Perth 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Ann James 
 
Moira Robinson awarded the Pixie O’Harris Award 
 
Maurice Saxby received the Nan Chauncy award 
 
David Harris took a part-time role at Scholastic and Andrew Berkhut 
became new Managing Director (Publishing) 
 
Hardie Grant Egmont established with Susannah MacFarlane, managing 
Director of Egmont Books UK, as Children’s Publisher 
 
Linsay Knight left her position as Children’s Publisher at Random House 
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2003  
International Year 
of Fresh Water 

Bob Graham became the second Australian to win the Kate Greenaway 
Medal with Jethro Byrde  
 
Mark Macleod awarded the Pixie O’Harris Award for his contributions to 
Children’s Literature 
 
Dromkeen Medal awarded to Ivan Southall 
 
Myra Lee retired after 35 years with Scholastic Australia 
 
CBCA and SLA conference Island of Journeys held Hobart, October 
 
Margaret Hamilton became consultant publisher to ABC Books 

2004 Possum Magic turned 21! And was re-issued – re-designed, re-painted, re-
edited, re-stocked! 
 
Mark Macleod and Belinda Bolliger left Hodder Headline to work freelance 
and Ana Vivas became Children’s Publisher 
 
Margaret Hamilton received the Nan Chauncy award 
 
Leonie Sweeney of Scholastic awarded the Pixie O’Harris Award for her 
contributions to Children’s Literature 
 
Mark Macleod became National President CBCA and coordinator of the 
ABC’s ‘My Favourite Book’ campaign 
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APPENDIX B 
 
KEY PUBLISHING HOUSES AND IDENTITIES 
 
 
Because of the limitations of space, files on publishing houses and people referred to in this 
thesis are not included here, but are in my possession. Below, find a selective listing.  
 
Interviews conducted are listed at the beginning of the bibliography and publications which 
have resulted from those interviews are listed in the body of the bibliography under my name. 
Transcripts of those interviews which were recorded are also in my possession.  
 
 
AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN’S PUBLISHING IDENTITIES 
 
Note: This list is selective and may not acknowledge many contributions.  
 

NAME COMPANIES 
Adam, Pat Penguin/ Working Title Press 
Alderman, Belle (1939-) University of Canberra  
Alesich, Christine Penguin 
Argent, Kerry(1960-)  Omnibus Books  
Ballantyne, Maryann   Reed/ Black Dog Books 
Bates, Di (1948-)  Penguin (Puffinalia)/ NSW School Magazine  
Berkhut, Andrew Scholastic/ Dorling Kindersley 
Berryman, Lisa  Reed/ Roland Harvey/ Harper Collins 
Blacklock, Dyan (1951-) Rigby/ Omnibus Books 
Bolliger, Belinda (1965-)  Hodder Headline 
Brenan, Sarah Allen & Unwin  
Buick, Barbara (1924-) F. W. Cheshire 
Cadsky, Maurice (1898-?) John Sands  
Calvert, Samuel (1828-1913) and William Calvert Brothers 
Campbell, Sandy  Scholastic/ Working Title Press 
Chamberlin, Helen  Reed/ Lothian 
Cleal, Greg Scholastic 
Cohen, John and Hilary Reading Time 
Cook, Brian (1954-) Harper Collins 
Covernton, Jane (1951-)  Rigby/ Omnibus Books/ Working Title Press 
Cunningham, Walter (1910-88) John Sands  
Davis, Beatrice (1909-92) Angus & Robertson 
Dearnley, Steve  William Collins  
Dobson, Rosemary (1920-) Angus & Robertson  
Dugan, Michael (1947-) Penguin (Puffinalia) 
Dunkle, Margaret (1922-)  Lothian/ Little Bookroom/ Freelance 
Eyre, Frank (1910-88) Oxford University Press 
Eyre, Muriel (Hatfield-Cribb) Oxford University Press 
Fabinyi, Andrew (1908-78) Cheshire 
Fienberg, Anna (1956-) NSW School Magazine/ Troll Books 
Forster, Clare University of Queensland Press/ Harper Collins/ 

Penguin  
Foster, Sarah  Walker Books  
Francis, David (1955-) ABC Books/ Little Hare Books  
Fulton (Thurston), Elizabeth (1948-) Methuen 
Godden, Anne (?-2004) Hyland House  
Godwin, Jane (1964-)  Penguin  

 386



Grigg, Russell Rigby 
Hamilton, Margaret (1941-)    Hodder/ Margaret Hamilton Books/ Scholastic 
Hamilton, Max Margaret Hamilton Books 
Hare, Rod Little Hare Books/ Australian Licensing Corporation 
Harris, David (1941-)  Angus & Robertson/ Scholastic 
Harris, Laura Harper Collins/ Penguin 
Hart (Scharf), Rita (1953-)  Oxford University Press/ Omnibus 
Harvey, Roland (1945-)  Five Mile Press/  

Periscope Press/ Roland Harvey Books 
Heron, Carmel Heinemann Library  
Highton, Lisa Macmillan/ Nelson/ Hodder 
Hines, Sue Allen & Unwin  
Holden, Robert (1948-)  Freelance  
Horder, Margaret (1903-78) OUP/NSW School Magazine/ Angus & Robertson 
Horgan, David Five Mile Press 
Ingram, Anne Bower (1937-)  Collins 
Irving (Wagner), Erica  Penguin/ Silverfish/ Allen & Unwin 
Jellett, Celia (1951-) Omnibus Books  
Jenkins, Wendy Fremantle Arts Centre Press  
Jolly, Ken Scholastic 
Keck, Kaye Scholastic (Dromkeen) 
Kelly, Andrew  Black Dog Books  
Ker Wilson, Barbara (1929-)  Angus & Robertson/ Hodder/ Readers’ Digest/ 

University of Queensland Press 
Knight, Linsay (1952-)  Random House 
Lamond, Margrete NSW School Magazine/ Scholastic 
Lavau, Ali Little Hare Books  
Lee, Myra  Scholastic 
McDonald, Nan (1921-74) Angus & Robertson 
McFadyeon, Ella(1887-1976)   Angus & Robertson 
MacFarlane, Anna  Pan Macmillan 
McFarlane, Susannah Hardie Grant Egmont/ Reed 
McCarthy, Ron Australian Standing Orders (Scholastic)  
Macleod, Mark (1950-)  Random House/ Hodder Headline  
MacLeod, Doug (1959-) Penguin (Puffinalia) 
Macrae, Julia  Julia Macrae Books 
McVitty, Lois Walter McVitty Books 
McVitty, Walter (1934-)  Rigby/ PETA/ Walter McVitty Books 
Mappin, Alf  Magpies/ Scholastic 
Martin, Rodney David (1946-) Era Publications 
Martin, Sandra D. Era Publications 
Matthews, Penelope E. (1945-)  Omnibus Books 
Mills, Eva  Random House 
Moodie Heddle, Enid (1904-) Longmans/ Collins  
Morris, Jill (1936-)  Greater Glider Productions 
Morrow, Robyn Scholastic  
Mortimer, Nancy Penguin/ Lothian  
Muir, Marcie (1919-) Freelance 
Niewenhuizen, Agnes (1939-)  Freelance/ ACYL/ Allen & Unwin  
Norman, Lilith (1927-) NSW School Magazine 
Oldmeadow, Joyce (1921-2001) Oldmeadows/ Dromkeen 
Owen, Bronwyn  Penguin  
Owen-Reeder, Stephanie Reading Time 
Page, Michael Fitzgerald (1922-)  Rigby  
Price, Rosalind (1952-)  Oxford University Press/ Allen & Unwin  
Rapee, Wendy Scholastic 
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Rawlins, Donna (1956-)  Nelson/ Scholastic/ ABC Books 
Riederer, Karen  Penguin/ Allen & Unwin/ IAD Press  
Robertson, George (1825-98) George Robertson Bookselling  
Robertson, George (1860-1933) Angus & Robertson 
Robinson, Fran Scholastic 
Robinson, Moira (1933-)  Penguin 
Ronai, Kay (1953-)  Penguin 
Rowe, Jennifer (1948-) (aka Emily Rodda)  Angus & Robertson 
Sands, John (1818-73) John Sands 
Sands, Grahame John Sands  
Saxby, Joyce Boniwell (1923-64)  Angus & Robertson  
Saxby, Maurice (1924-)  Freelance 
Sessions, Bob (1942-)  Heinemann/ Cassell/ Nelson/ Penguin 
Shaw, David NSW School Magazine 
Sheahan, Robyn (1955-) Jam Roll Press/ Freelance  
Sheldrake, Pam (1944-)  Penguin/ Moondrake (CIS) 
Shelley, Noreen (1920-85) NSW School Magazine 
Sutherland, Wendy  Oxford University Press 
Sweeney, Leonie Scholastic  
Tasker, Cathy Harper Collins/ Koala Books 
Thorogood, Sandy  Penguin  
Turton, Rayma  Magpies/ Turton & Chambers 
Tyle, Leonie (1955-)  Jam Roll Press/ University of Queensland Press 
Ullin, Albert (1930-) The Little Bookroom  
Watts, Julie  Penguin 
Webber, Margareta (1891-1983) Margareta Webber’s Bookshop 
Wighton, Rosemary (1925-94) Australian Book Review  
Wild, Margaret (1948-)  Omnibus/ Angus & Robertson/ ABC 
Williams, Sue (1948-) (Sue Machin) Rigby/ Omnibus/ Working Title Press 
Wrightson, Patricia (1921-) NSW School Magazine 
 
 
PUBLISHING HOUSES 
 
Current houses are listed in Table E. Other houses researched included: 
 
AMERICAN TRACT SOCIETY 
ANDRE DEUTSCH 
ANGUS & ROBERTSON 
BLACKIE & SON  
CENTURY HUTCHINSON 
E.W.COLE & COLE’S BOOK ARCADE  
F.W. CHESHIRE PUBLISHING 
DENT  
GEORGIAN HOUSE 
HEINEMANN 
THE HOUSE OF CASSELL 
HOUSE OF WARNE 
HYLAND HOUSE 
JACARANDA WILEY 
 

JAM ROLL PRESS 
JOHN SANDS AND COMPANY 
LANSDOWNE  
LONGMAN 
MARGARET HAMILTON BOOKS 
METHUEN 
NELSON 
OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS 
RELIGIOUS TRACT SOCIETY  
RIGBY BOOKS 
ROLAND HARVEY BOOKS 
WALTER MCVITTY BOOKS 
WARD LOCK AND CO. 
WHITCOMBE AND TOMBS 
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NOTE ON  STATISTICS  
 
Statistics for Australian publishing have existed in various formats and are often 
incompletely recorded and contradictory. Locating accurate figures is difficult. Most 
earlier statistics were collated independently and there is no one point-of-contact for 
them. The APA suggests that searching State Library newspaper and publishing trade 
journal archives for figures featured in articles may assist those seeking specialist 
information concerning their area of interest. With regards to children’s publishing, 
figures have often been sourced in industry magazine reports. The main sources are as 
follows:  
 
1. For general trade statistics, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (www.gov.au/) 
has conducted regular surveys of the publishing industry since 1994. Providing an 
overview of the entire book publishing industry, their surveys and accompanying media 
reports can be sourced from their website. The ABS has also produced the Cultural 
Trends in Australia publications including those on Australian Book Publishing. No. 
4172.0, 1994; No. 4172.0, 1997; No. 5, 1995-6, and No. 9, 1997-8. A newly-released 
document (No. 1363.0) on Book Publishers in 1997-98, 1999-2000, 2000-2001, 2001-2 
and 2002-03 has provided more detail than was previously available.  
 
2. Australian Publishers’ Association (formerly Australian Book Publishers’ Association) 
(www.publishers.asn.au) statistics relate largely to the books produced by members of 
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the association, and so exclude the many others which do not belong to it, thus making 
them useful in a limited fashion. The APA does not keep comprehensive sales statistics, 
and unfortunately the only specific figures they keep relate to their Bestsellers Survey – 
a listing of bestselling fiction, non-fiction and children’s titles. However in December 
2001 a report entitled Printing Industries Association of Australia and Australian 
Publishers Association: Book Production In Australia A Joint Industry Study was 
produced and is useful in conjunction with the Ad Rem report based on an industry-wide 
study entitled The Australian Book Industry Challenges and Opportunities (Accenture, 
2001). For members, the APA provides annual overall sales figures for trade books and 
monthly figures for primary, secondary, tertiary and academic educational publishing, 
and for members only, industry research reports and educational statistics are also 
available online. 

 
3. D.W. Thorpe (www.thorpe.com.au), publisher of the oldest trade magazine in 
Australia Australian Bookseller and Publisher, produces Australian Books in Print once a 
year, and lists all Australian books that can be traced which ‘are in print, and for 
commercial sale i.e. currently available in Australia’. Each month a list of new Australian 
books appears in the Australian Bookseller and Publisher, book trade journal, and these 
then go on to the annual Australian Books in Print plus back list titles. D.W. Thorpe has 
also produced useful bibliographies such as its Australian Books for Schools (1993).  
 
4. The National Library (www.nla.gov.au) produces the Australian National Bibliography 
based on the deposit copies sent to the library by law. In theory it includes every 
pamphlet, magazine, leaflet and book produced by anyone, so it extends beyond 
commercial publications. 
 
5. Sample statistics of the entrants to the annual Children’s Book Council of Australia 
(CBCA) awards (www.cbc.org.au) also provide a useful survey of Australian trade 
publishing. [See Table H]   
 
6. For more specific statistics from 2000 onwards, the best figures available are from 
BookScan (neilsenbookscan.co.uk), Australia’s leading book sales data monitor. A joint 
venture between A.C. Nielsen and J. Whitaker & Sons, introduced in December 2000, it 
offers Australian publishers and booksellers a continuous sales measurement service for 
books. It collects transactional data from book retailers at the point of sale and ensures 
that detailed, accurate information is available about books that are selling and at what 
price those books are being made available to consumers. It operates by linking into 
EPOS (Electronic Point of Sale) systems of participating retailers. This is then converted 
into Top 5000 Charts, Market Share and Period Trend reports (Accenture 2001: 10). 
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