THE 'TOM MERRY’ & JACK BOOKS OF

- FRANK RICHARDS

ALEX KERNAGHAN TAKES A LOOK AT TWO FURTHER
SCHOOLBOY HEROES FROM THE FRANK RICHARDS ROSTER

Frank Richards found considerable fame
and fortune with his immortal creation,
Billy Bunter — The Fat Owl of the Remove,
who is still the the most popular fictional
schoolboy of them all. After initial public-
ation in the early decades of the century,
Richards’ tales of life at Greyfriars reached
an entirely new generation when they were
reissued in book form from the late 1940s
to the mid-1960s. |

But Billy Bunter was not the only Rich-
ards’ character to discover renewed pop-
ularity in the post-war period. A couple of
years after the appearance of the first of the
Bunter books, the adventures of another
well-loved schoolboy creation, Tom Merry,
began to appear in the bookshops. The
exploits of Tom and the lads from St.
Jim’s, recounted in thirteen books and five
annuals, are all very sought-after by coll-
ectors today.

It was, in fact, the reissue of the Bunter
books (initially from Skilton), and their
immense popularity, that gave Spring Books
of London the idea that what Skilton had
done for Bunter, they could do for Tom
Merry. In 1949, they released the first two

Tom Merry novels in their ‘Halcyon Library’
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f Aual’ wa.s-pﬁblished by”
Mandeville Publications in September 1949. Copies
of this issue sell today for around £5.

series: “The Secret of the Study”’ and
“Talbot’s Secret’”’, under the pseudonym
that had always accompanied the Merry
stories, Martin Clifford. They were attract-
ive little volumes with full colour dust-
wrappers, though the paper on which the
novels were printed was somewhat inferior
(even Mint condition copies today tend to
be slightly vyellowed). Both were excepi-
ionally good yarns, but “The Mystery of
the Study’ must rank as one of the most




Frank Richards pictured at work at his typewriter, dressed typically in skullcap and smoking jacket.

finely crafted and funniest juvenile novels and tribulations of their aristocratic, lisping,
ever — surpassing even Richards at his best bemonocled chum, Arthur  Augustus

with the inimitable Fat Owl. D’Arcy: ““Bai Jove

”1 You uttah wotter.

Richards undoubtedly greatly relished Pway, are you wefewwin’ to me?”
the idea of resurrecting Tom Merry & Co. It was D’Arcy who had become the
of St. Jim’s, who had to endure the trials unsung hero in the days of the ‘Gem’, and

BOOKMARK

FOR CHILDREN’S BOOKS

dating from Georgian and Regency, Victorian
and Edwardian times up to the present day.
Chapbooks, Alphabets, Toy-Books, Movable
and Novelty Books. Old Favourites. Annuals.
Hlustrated catalogues are issued world-wide.

BUSINESS BY POST
Fortnight, Wick Down, Broad Hinton, Swindon
Wiltshire SN4 9NR. Telephone (0793 73) 693.
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who had irrevocably won the hearts of
millions of readers, despite (or perhaps be-
cause of) his bungling knack for landing his
pals in one disaster after another. By com-
parison Tom Merry, the Junior Captain, is
rather insipid, having few of the personal

complexities of, say, Harry Wharton,
Captain of the Greyfriars Remove.
HUMOUR

In many respects Merry was altogether
too good to be true — honest, hardworking,
equable and sensible to a fault. It was left to
Gussy the Swell to bring the rich humour
and adventure to full blossom. This is
curious when you consider that Gussy was,
in fact, almost forcibly foisted on Richards
by H.J. Garrish, the editor of ‘Pluck’, and
that Richards really wanted very little to do
with the swell of St. Jim’s. His was not to
reason why, however, and Arthur Augustus
D’Arcy became not only an integral part of
all St. Jim’s stories, but the mainstay — just
as Billy Bunter was in the Greyfriars tales,
only Gussie never matched the superlative
ingenuity that had been infused into that
larger-than-life character. That D’Arcy’s
popularity was recognised by Spring Books
1S apparent: it is the bemonocled Gussy who
adorns the spines of the novels.

In full spate Gussy is priceless: aloof,
naive, hilarious and utterly impervious to
sarcasm. In “The Secret of the Study”
Gussy, in surreptitiously recovering a con-
fiscated ‘footer’ from Housemaster
Railton’s study, falls under suspicion for the
theft of a pound note. For fully three-quart-
ers of the novel it does not even occur to the
guileless Gussy that he is under suspicion:
he blissfully accepts as the consensus of
opinion that such an unmanly and con-
temptible act would be totally beneath him.
And only when the truth dawns slowly on
his exalted brain does he set about proving
his innocence.

“Talbot’s Secret” brought to life again
another memorable character from St. Jim’s,
Reginald Talbot, the “Toff” of the Shell; a
reformed schoolboy cracksman first intro-
duced to readers thirty-five years earlier.
Talbot was forever to find life a rough and
bumpy ride, as he repeatedly chanced upon
old criminal acquaintances who inevitably
endeavoured to enlist his aid in their nef-
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“Jack of the Circus” (Spring Books, 1957) was
the last of the ‘Jack’ books to be published.

arious schemes. On this occasion it is
“Jimmy the Cat”, under the guise of a new
form master, Mr Spender, out to burgle the
nearby Rylcombe Grange.

Having assumed the identity of a new
master at St. Jim’s, the Cat has leisure to
observe the Grange on his rambles, to choose
his moment carefully, to burgle and hide the
loot, and to awaken next morning as sleepy-
eyed and innocent as the other members of
St. Jim’s. It seems to be the perfect alibi,
and 1t is left to Talbot, who has been
watching the Cat alias Spender assiduously,
to reveal all to Inspector Skeat, and later his

CAumS. MANNERS

“Weally, 1 am not vewy surpwised!”
comments Arthur Auwgustus. “Of course, 1
had no ideah that the man was a cwook, but
you fellows will wemembah that I said fwom
the first that he was a wottah, a boundah, a
wank outsidah. On his vewy first day he was
absolutely wude to me ...” To Gussy, good
manners came first, last and always.



September of 1949 also saw the launch
of the first ‘Tom Merry Annual’ by Mande-
ville Publications (again it was Gussy who g &= M g A
adorned the spine and frontispiece). Timed } T T R e
to catch the Christmas trade, and with the §... A/ %
same cover price as the Spring books (7/6d), 1. Y o TS
it was a veritable treasure trove of ‘Hamil- i 'L"'*-a:-@;:;.;:_;':__;5:_;?,::-.;5.

tonia’, reintroducing many old favourites §:  F &

[ s A

besides the St Jim’s boys. It brought back to | MR R

life Jimmy Silver and the chums of Rook- [ “3EEE i ﬁsf' i1

WOOd , the Old gang from CarcrOft& J ack % : 55::5215;.55_35' 2 ‘ , e B

Nobody (sometimes known as Jack Free) | -~ V. w il N

the pedlar’s lad, tramping the lonely lanes e ¥ d
of Kent, Ken King of the Islands, the Rio | - ° i B8 WA~
Kid out West, tales of Cedar Creek, and |jus +EEEEEGS * ENER THNNMENNEENSS S
o~ And’ Wwith e exception of the first s : N . @ L __
Annual, they included Grey{riars stories. 7 A&

The Annual also contained a wide range  REERSSEN PUNY
of hobby features, such as building a crystal T,
set, collecting stamps, performing magic e ;;;
tricks and solving puzzles; along with -

articles on football, cricket, motor racing " - SO L

and exploring the Antarctic. There were, O AR

A

too, black & white photographs showing & PR - B
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deep sea whaling, famous battleships, mod-
contents was penned by Richards himself,

“Talbot’s Secret’’ (Spring Books, 1949), the sec-

& . - ond book in the Tom Merry series, was written
under the pen-name of ‘Martin Clifford’.

GREEN MEADOW under the names of Martin Clifford, Owen

Conquest, Charles Hamilton, Ralph Redway,

BOOKS Harry Compton and, of course, Frank

Richards. Most of the tales had the sort of

cinoutton Notts. NG12 36N [ R LR A ol
Tel. (0949) 81723 P piring

is that none of the six Annuals, published
Wide selection of Children’s between 1949 and 1954, was numbered or
and lHustrated Books, dated (this applies also to the ‘Billy Bunter’s
Weekly Papers, Games Own’ Annuals, which we hope to feature in
and Ephemera | a future article). Some dealers list the

| volumes as though numbered from 1 to 6,
Regular catalogues issued. while other give the year when known. But

Book search service. the truth is that very often dealers are no
Callers welcome to the more certain of the number and date of
bookroom by their Merry Annuals than the budding coll-
/appointment only. ector, and the safest way to order an
individual book is to describe the dust-
!—,‘ jacket. As a guide, we have included des-
" J criptions of the six dust-jacket illustrations
’ that accompany the Annuals in the biblio-
graphy at the end of this feature.
Mandeville Publications were rather
hedging their bets when they announced in
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their first issue: “The ideal gift book for
young and old alike”. But it is undoubtedly
true that the success of the Annuals was as
much due to the already established Tom
Merry following as to the younger readers
coming across St. Jim’s for the first time.
(Inevitably, too, the Annual was often
bought by parents, uncles or aunts as Christ-
mas presents for children.)

There was a lapse of two years before
Spring Books released their next pair of
titles in 1951, “The Scapegrace of St. Jim’s”
and “The Rivals of Rookwood’’; the former
concerning a fierce feud between the scape-

grace Ralph Reckness Cardew and the

amiable Harry Manners of the Shell. “The
Rivals of Rookwood” was the only novel
ever to appear featuring Jimmy Silver and
his pals Lovell, Raby and Newcombe. It was
also the last novel issued under the “Halcyon
Library’ banner.

STRATEGY

Spring Books then set about rethinking
their strategy. The books had been a modest
success, but in an attempt to boost sales
they decided to release all future titles under
the name of Frank Richards, and in 1953
issued the first of seven volumes by Richards
in their new ‘Fanfare’ series. “Tom Merry &
Co. of St. Jim’s” was quickly followed by
“Trouble for Tom Merry” and “Down and
Out”. The ‘Fanfare’ series was somewhat
smaller than the ‘Halcyon Library’ series,
although rather thicker and printed on
better quality paper; and, undoubtedly to
help reduce production costs, all seven
volumes were printed in Czechoslovakia. The
covers, too, were less stylized and better ill-
ustrated, and all the books carried a full
colour frontispiece and black & white line
drawings. The intention, obviously, was to
produce a book that was an imitation in
many respects of the Skilton/Cassell Bunter
volumes, and hopefully to capture a chunk
of that market.

The following vear, 1954, they released
“Cardew’s Catch” and “The Disappearance
of Tom Merry” (with a rather lurid cover
showing the black-hooded kidnapper shoving
Tom into a stone-walled vault); and in 1955
“Rallying Round Gussie” and “‘Through
Thick and Thin™.

Around this time Richards was beginning
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62 PAGEHURST ROAD,
CROYDON CRO 6NR.

Telephone (11am — 10pm}
01-7710541

(Callers welcome — by appointment only}

Massive selection of illustrated
publications, competitively priced
and including:—

AMERICAN PULP MAGAZINES
All subjects — science fiction, fantasy,
hero, crime, western, war, historical,
sport, romance, humour and general

fiction.

AMERICAN COMIC BOOKS
All types (as per the pulp magazines)
dated up to 1969 but mostly 1940s and
1950s and including, in addition, sub-
stantial stocks of ““funny animal’’ titles.

AMERICAN NEWSPAPER
COMIC SECTIONS
From 1919 to date and many daily strips.

BRITISH COMICS, STORY PAPERS
AND ANNUALS
All types — from the turn of the century
to 1975.

AMERICAN & BRITISH HUMOUR
Magazines and collections of cartoons of
all kinds — gag, editorial and risque.

As stock is so vast and changes
almost daily, lists are not very
practical or useful. |If you let us
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advise on availability. Similar items
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large quantities preferred.
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By the time of the publication of ‘“The Disappear-
ance of Tom Merry” (1954), the books were
shown as being the work of Frank Richards.

TR

to feel that perhaps there was no longer the
same demand for the characters of St. Jim’s.
He was, after all, now 79 years of age and
was writing two Bunter novels a year for
Cassell & Co., along with the Greyfriars
stories for “Billy Bunter’'s Own” — and
Bunter had become a big hit on TV. In
December 1951 Richards had been comm-
issioned by the BBC to write six television
scripts to star 29-year-old Gerald Campion
as the fattest schoolboy on earth. The first
episode, “The Siege of the Remove”, was
screened on 19th February 1952 and was a
tremendous success, despite some criticism
from the ‘Old Guard’, and a rather spartan
cast.

SO0 yet another generation (myself
included) was introduced to Bunter, con-
firming, if confirmation were needed, that
Richards was indeed the most popular
writer of school fiction in the world.

‘Between 1952 and 1961 Richards wrote
thirty-eight television scripts (many of
which were rescreened as repeats) and it

is evident from the following comment that
he thoroughly enjoyed tapping out the epi-

sodes: “For myself I can only repeat that I
like it very much indeed. If it isn’t quite
perfect, is anything in this imperfect world?
I just love watching the plays and wish they
would go on forever.” A decade of TV
wasn’t bad for a man now into his eighties!

The tame of Richards had never been
greater, and Spring Books still feit, under-
standably, that there was mileage in his
magic name. They owned five more titles
by Richards, and in 1956 issued “Tom
Merry’s Triumphs” and “Tom Merry & Co.
Caravanners”’ in their third new series. All
five books were in uniform edition, simply
released as ‘Spring Books London’. They
were far and away the best produced books
they had ever issued, and all five covers now
read ““By Frank Richards, Author of the
Billy Bunter Series.”

PUGILISTIC

“Tom Merry’s Triumph™ is a readable
enough tale, with Tom having to employ the
pugilistic art to extricate D’Arcy and his
young brother Wally of the Third from a
scrape concerning a missing £5 banknote.
Tom enters ‘Handler’s Ring’ in an attempt to
survive three rounds against ‘Johnny Jones
The Game One’ to win that much-needed
fiver and the title of the novel says all. But it
is apparent in “Tom & Co. Caravanners”
that Richards was becoming weary of the
books. Slow and heavy and with the thinnest
of storylines, it is totally lacking in the
sparkling touch of the grand master. Even
the inclusion of Bunter in the plot could not

save it. For Tom Merry it was the end of the

20

line, and it was the last St. Jim’s novel ever
to appear 1n hard cover. Early in 1957
Spring Books released their final three titles,
“JYack of All Trades”, “Jack’s the Lad” and
“Jack of the Circus”.

Jack Nobody was a character Richards
had devoted much time and energy in
developing during those lean years of the
war, hoping that the lad might take the place
of the Greyfriars’ bunch to provide him with
a moderate income. As it turned out, the
rebirth of Billy Bunter did more, and Jack
was relegated to brief appearances in the
Tom Merry Annuals and ‘Billy Bunter’s
Own’. Even so, it is obvious in reading the

novels that Richards had had extensive plans
for Jack Nobody.
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The trilogy opens with the orphaned
Jack in the hands of the brutal Bill Hatchet,
pushing the pedlar’s cart around the lanes of
Sussex and Surrey where Hatchet plied his
wares (often stolen) to make the money
necessary to supply his constant intake of
alcohol. Regularly beaten and harangued,
Jack eventually escapes from Hatchet to be
befriended by a pair of matronly caravan-
ners, Miss Hunt and Miss Brown. The first
novel closes with the startling news that
Jack has acquired a new benefactor in the
form of a ‘kindly’ peer, Lord Cortolvin, who
wishes to take Jack into his care. Jack sets
off with Cortolvin’s valet, the smooth-
talking Mr. Jervis, with promises of good
schooling and a bright future.

In the opening chapter of the second
novel we soon discover that neither Jervis
nor Lord Cortolvin have any such intent-
ions, and Jack is duped back again into the
savage hands of Bill Hatchet. It soon be-
comes apparent (though no explanation is
offered) that it is in the interests of Cort-
olvin to keep Jack in obscurity, and we are
left to assume that the orphaned Jack is in
fact heir to the Cortolvin fortune, and that
the mighty peer does not mean to have the
lad in his way.

After some time on the road Jack man-
ages to escape again and joins up with a
travelling show, ‘Pipper’s Travelling Circus’,
where he makes friends with Mr. Chipmonk
the circus clown, El Greco the hion tamer
and Wad Wadi the Indian elephant trainer.
Always fond of horses, Jack becomes a ring-
rider with the show, and for a while finds
peace with his new chums, despite continued
attempts by Jervis and Hatchet to spirit him
away.

In the third novel, “Jack of the Circus”,
Jervis finally succeeds, with the aid of Dick
Kenny, a jealous and malevolent ring rider,
in having Jack kidnapped when the show is
making an appearance at the London Hippo-
drome. The boy is drugged and wakes to
find himself aboard a Dutch ship, bound for
he knows not where.

“Now, while he was rocking on a wild
sea, it did not come into his mind that he
was to become very closely acquainted with
ships, in many seas, in many parts of the
globe. He could only wonder as he lay on
the hard bunk, listening to the heavy swell
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“The Rivals of Rookwood” (1951) was the only

book issued under the name of ‘Owen Conquest’

thumping on the timbers. The outlook was
dark, but he remembered that the darkest
hour was always before the dawn!”

It is certain that Richards intended more
adventures for Jack, but if they were written
they were never published, and we were nev-
er to discover the fate of the kidnapped
Jack Nobody. It was one of those very rare
occasions when a story by Frank Richards
did not have the usual, satisfyingly crisp,
happy ending.

Next issue
on sale

19th AUG




BIBLIOGRAPHY OF FRANK RICHARDS
‘TOM MERRY & JACK BOOKS

A guide to books in Very Good to Fine condition with dust-wrappers

TOM MERRY'S ANNUAL, published by Mandevilie Books (with a guide to the cover iflustration &£

of each edition):
No. 1: 1949 (Gussy, Merry and chums In night attire, with Cardew unconscious on floor) .. . . 5.50

vNo. 2: 1950 (Aghostandaburglar) . . . .« ¢ ¢ ¢ o oo .. 2 e g T ) e B R e o A 1 5
No. 3: 1951 (Seven different shields). . . . . . ¢ & ¢ ¢« 4 & &t ¢ 4 ¢ o ¢ o @ 2 0 s a s 8 a5 5 0 5 = = . 4.50
No. 4: 1952 (5t. Jim’s and Greyfriars’ lads having a snuwball ALY v o s a2 S e B e d 4 6 W s 4.50
No. 5: 1953 (Football goal-mouth with thechums at thenets). . . . . . . . ¢ 4 ¢t ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ « » o = . 4.50
No.6: 1954 (St. Jim'smenice-skKating) . . . . . . ¢ & ¢t v &t 4 2 = ¢ & & o 2 o o s @« a s 58 a8 » a s = # = 4.50
TOM MERRY BOOKS, published by Spring Books:

THE SECRET OF THE STUDY {(1949) . . . . . . c ¢ ¢ ¢t ¢ « ¢ o a s 2 38 s a s « FRLLRBET RS 6

v TALBOT'SSECRET (1949). . . . . . .. . .. . eyt T T I I Y & &k s § B i wl
THE SCAPEGRACE OF ST . JIM’S (1951) . . & &t ¢t ¢t i 4 6 s o ¢ s o o8 ¢ 8 6 « =« a = s s 2 o = 2 = & « « + B
THE RIVALS OF ROOKWOOD (1951) . . . . . ¢ ¢« ¢« « . T I e e I T Y T Y o 4 v el
TOMMERRY & CO, OF ST. JIM'S [(1983) . . . 4 i 4 4t o 4 4 v s o s 2 28 ¢ 2 2 o s s a a2 es29a . 5.50
TROUBLE FORTOMMERRY (1983) : » v v o 56 x5 5 @0 b 8 8 8t mom & 8 % mw o m & 5 n s 5
DOWN AND OUT [1933) . i & o 55 6 ¢ 5 & @ s & & 8 0 & &% 5% & § 8 08 658 o 8 5 8855 ¢4 4,50
CARDEW' S CATCH (1954). . . . &+ ¢« & i ¢ 4 o 2 s 5 2 o s « s a s « » T T T L T T T T Y 4.50
THE DISAPPEARANCE OF TOMMERRY (1954) . . . . . &t & ¢ 4t 4 ¢ s 2 » 2 2 5 s a s s 8 8 o s » 4.50
RALLYING ROUNDGUSSY (1988) . ... ¢+ v n v = . YT Y T 1T Y TI s L I .
THROUGH THICK AND THIN (1905) . . & ¢ & 4t 6 6 4t o o o o s 2 s 8 ¢« a a 6 5 @ s a a «noas 4.50
TOMMERRY'STRIUMPH (1956). . . . - & - &t ¢ & & 4 v ¢ 0 o s 50 s 5 a s s o AT A . 4.50
TOM MERRY & CO. CARAVANNERS (1956). i i e T T TP Y Y . - « 2.50
JACK BOOKS, published by Spring Books:

JACKOF ALLTRADES(195%7) . ..... .. VB R P RAEEN YRS YRR ST iR o O
JACK'S THE LAD {1957) . . &+ &« - & 4 & 4 & 2 ¢ s s s a s 5 s a s s » - T T YT T Y 5.50
JACKOF THECIRCUS (1957). . . . . ¢« « . & b o 4 B4 e o S R A A Rl B b e o 5.50
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