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MEMORIES OF SHEFFIELD LIBRARIES 

We were delighted with the turn-out on the 19th October 2012 for our 'Memories of Sheffield Librar-

ies' event - the talk and film screening in Ecclesall Library's community room was a sell-out.  

Mary Grover did a great job of presenting some of the memories collected in the oral history project 

Reading Sheffield. Many more memories were contributed by the audience, and we wish we had had 

time for more. The Sheffield Library staff had put together some lovely displays of photos of Sheffield 

Libraries in the past and brought in books from Sheffield Library's out of print fiction store. 

We screened 'Books in Hand', a 1956 promotional film made by Sheffield Photo Finishers for Shef-

field City Council Libraries Committee. That description makes it sound rather dry, but it is in fact a 

fascinating film, very professionally produced and frequently very funny. Half the film can be watched 

for free on the Yorkshire Film Archive website: http://yorkshirefilmarchive.com/ 

Reading Sheffield oral history project: 

http://readingsheffield.wordpress.com/ Telephone Mary Grover  0114 2630691 

OUR NEXT EVENT:  

SAGAS, SERIALS AND SEQUELS 

We are pleased to announce that our next collection 

event will be on the 14th June 2013, 1.30—4.30 pm. 

We look forward to welcoming our speakers John and 

Margaret Crompton, who will be talking on John Bu-

chan and E. M. Delafield respectively. John and Mar-

garet are very experienced speakers, having taught in 

adult education for many years and run regular litera-

ture study days. To complete the afternoon, Erica 

Brown will be speaking on the quintessential saga of 

the early twentieth century, John Galsworthy's  

Forsyte Saga. To book a free place email Erica 

e.brown@shu.ac.uk, or call 0114 2254003. 

A TALK ON BRITISH COMIC WOMEN WRITERS 

Erica Brown gave a talk on her favourite comic women writers for a ‘Books and Buffet’ event organ-

ised by Hand Picked Books on 20th November 2012, at the Homemade cafe in Sheffield. Elizabeth 

von Arnim, E. M. Delafield, Elizabeth Taylor and Barbara Pym were all read aloud for the amusement 

of the audience, who then enjoyed wine, an excellent buffet, and some new book purchasing. All in all, 

a very civilised way to spend an evening. Another similar evening event is planned for the New Year. 

http://handpickedbookssheffield.tumblr.com. Telephone 07821 100539 or 07796057046  
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SERVICES EDITIONS: BOOKS FOR THE BRITISH ARMED FORCES  

One of the latest donations to the collection is a 
small number of ‘Services Editions’: special edi-
tions of novels that were printed in vast num-
bers for distribution to the British Armed Forces 
during World War II. They are rarely seen now, 
despite print runs of 50,000 for the first 70 edi-
tions produced, so we are very grateful to Mar-
garet Crompton for donating these books of her 
father's to us.  
 
Perhaps Margaret's father, who was an officer in 
the Indian Army, was unusual in taking some of 
these novels home and then keeping them? They 
are certainly not built to last, being printed ac-
cording to 'war economy standards': this means 
thin, cheap paper, and a very thin paper cover. 
 
These services editions were produced by several 
different publishers. Margaret's donation in-
cludes novels published by Chatto & Windus, 
Cassell and Co. and Peter Davies, all published 
under 'The British Publishers Guild': 
In Hazard by Richard Hughes (1938) 
The Wisdom of Father Brown by G. K. Chester-
ton (1914) 
Rungli-Rungliot (Thus far and no further) by 
Rumer Godden (1944).  
The Barber's Trade Union by Mulk Raj Anand 
(1944). 
The fourth books is slightly different. 
The Beast Must Die by Nicholas Blake is 'Printed 
Specially for the Army and Royal Air Force in 
India and SEAC', and is a Collins White Circle 
Pocket Novel printed in India 'on behalf of the 
Welfare General of India'. On the back cover: 
'treat this book with care and give it a chance to 
entertain others'. 
 
There is very little information available about 
these editions. Who chose which books would be 
reissued in this way? This selection alone seems 
very eclectic! The Anand book, in particular, is 
an interesting choice for British troops as Anand 
was an Indian writer critical of British rule in 
India.  
 
While there is little information on the British 
Services Editions, there is a fascinating article 

on the American Armed Services Editions: 
'Reading: Our Wartime Discovery', The English 
Journal, vol 34, no 6 (June 1945), pp. 295-303, 
by Jean Hatfield Barclay. 
 
There has been, Barclay writes, a 'boom' in read-
ing across the American population: 
“More Americans are reading now than ever be-
fore. There is an unprecedented book-buying 
boom; book-club memberships have reached a 
peak; rentals are up; and library circulation is 
beginning to rise.” (p. 295) 
 
It's clear from this article who was making the 
decisions about Services Editions in America - 
the Council on Books in Wartime. They also is-
sued directives for civilians, of 'recommended' 
and 'imperative' reading.  Apparently sales of 
One World, U.S. Foreign Policy and A Bell for 
Adano doubled when they were named 
'imperatives'. 
 
The Services Editions were issued as follows: 
“Each of the monthly Armed Services sets con-
sists of thirty-two books, distributed at the rate 
of a set for one hundred fifty men or for fifty 
hospital beds. Emphasis is on use of the books; 
they are, by definition, expendable. [...] each 
covers a wide range of reading interests, includ-
ing best-seller novels, popular classics, serious 
fiction, humor, westerns, poetry, history, and 
politics, the war, inspirational books, biography, 
and miscellaneous nonfiction. 
 
On the whole, it seems that they have been well 
received, although they are sometimes called 
highbrow and are probably above the average 
soldier's pre-war literary taste. One man said 
there were few of them he would have chosen as 
a civilian, but some were the best stories he had 
ever read.” (p. 302) 
 
It would be intriguing to know if these men's 
reading tastes were permanently changed by the 
war, or whether the return to peacetime condi-
tions, without pre-selected books, and with less 
time to read, meant the old tastes returned? 
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LIEBSTER AWARD FOR OUR BLOG: READING 1900-1950 

The special collection blog is now well-established and proving 

very popular!  If you haven’t yet visited it, the blog is a website 

where Erica, members of the reading group, and interested 

friends of the special collection post reviews of novels in the col-

lection: www.reading19001950.wordpress.com 

The Liebster award is given by fellow bloggers to new blogs with 

fewer than 200 followers that they think are deserving of recog-

nition and encouragement. Reading 1900-1950 is a communal 

effort, so this award is for everyone who has contributed a book 

review – well done to you all!  

We also received this accolade from Colin Fisher, 

who writes the blog Literary Taste: 

“Living outside of the UK allows me the privilege 

of looking at positive aspects of life back in the 

UK and labelling them “British.” That can in-

clude a love of history and tradition, saying 

“excuse me” and “thank you”, forming queues, 

eccentricity and individuality, the importance of 

having a hobby, the seaside, knowing how to 

make tea and why tea is important in moments 

of crisis.  

Without falling too heavily for my usual tempta-

tion of flippancy Reading 1900-1950 ticks all of 

these boxes. It is wonderfully British. It is 

stamped throughout like a piece of Blackpool 

rock with the words “Labour of Love.”  

Light is thrown onto the past, books are un-

earthed and read once more, a community that 

would never seek to identify itself as one is cre-

ated and flourishes. With no thought of financial 

reward something good is brought into the world 

and, if only for a while, the mediocre and com-

monplace are given a run for their money.  

I think Erica and all the contributors to Reading 

1900-1950 should be congratulated with the 

drinking of tea and the eating of cake for all that 

they have achieved to give good books (and some 

less good too) the chance to shine once more!” 

Thank you Colin. You have made us feel proud to 

be British! Tea and cake will indeed be served at 

the next reading group in celebration. 

Colin’s blog is about the experience of reading 

the books recommended by Arnold Bennett in 

his self-help guide Literary Taste: How to Form 

It, published in 1919, and revised  and reissued 

by Frank Swinnerton in 1938. Both the book and 

the blog are thoroughly recommended: 

www.literarytaste.wordpress.com 

Thanks also go to Karen, who nominated Read-

ing 1900-1950 for the Liebster Award. Her excel-

lent and wide-ranging book blog is 

www.kaggsysbookishramblings.wordpress.com 

“Light is thrown onto the past, books are unearthed and read once 
more, a community is created and flourishes.” 
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READING GROUPS 

We hold regular reading groups where 

readers have the opportunity to bor-

row books from the collection 

(normally reference only). We meet 

on the first Monday of the month at 

5.45—7pm, at the university’s city 

campus. They are proving very 

popular and we have already ex-

panded to two groups.  

Each month we select novels from 

the collection along a theme, which 

can be genre, period or subject mat-

ter. Recent themes have included 

World War I, detective fiction, mar-

riage, and writers and  

authorship. We also invite readers 

to fill in a cataloguing form for the 

novels and write a short review. 

New members are always  

welcome. Contact Erica Brown at 

e.brown@shu.ac.uk or  

telephone 0114 2254003. 

 

RECENT DONATIONS TO THE COLLECTION 

Novels by Vaughan Wilkins donated by Jane Varley 

Many thanks to: 

Angela Thirkell Society—for supplying several Angela Thirkell novels.  

Margaret and John Crompton— for many Henry Williamson novels, as well as the Services Editions 

(see page 3). 

John Higgins— for donating three Victor Canning novels, which mean we now have complete set of pre-

1950 novels, apart from the early novels Canning published under pseudonyms. 

Kate Macdonald—for two little-known Anthony Hope novels. 

Timothy D’Arch Smith— for donating a comprehensive collection of novels by his literary family : Frank 

Danby (Julia Frankau), Gilbert Frankau, Mary Nicholson (Ursula Frankau) and Pamela Frankau. 

Jane Varley— a beautifully cared for collection of novels by Vaughan Wilkins (above) and Edward 

Sackville West (cousin of Vita Sackville West).  
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DONATIONS 

Most of the books in the Collection have been donated by the public, 

and we would be delighted to receive more interesting early editions of 

well-loved novels. 

EVENTS 

We hold collection events twice a year, with talks, film screenings and 

the opportunity to meet other people interested in popular fiction of 

the period. They are free and open to all. 

READING GROUPS 

The reading groups are held on the first Monday of the month at 5.45 

until 7pm. (See page 5.) 

CATALOGUING - HOW TO CONTRIBUTE 

The collection catalogue contains a wealth of data on the novels and 

can be searched by genre, subject and donor. We are now collecting 

even more data, including plot summaries and details of literary and 

cultural references within the novels. This will enable more 

sophisticated searches of this exciting research resource. We are 

actively seeking contributions to this data collection. If you are reading 

a novel that we hold in the collection, you could help us by filling in 

one of our detailed cataloguing forms. See http://www.middlebrow-

network.com/SpecialCollection/ or contact Erica Brown. 

ABOUT THE COLLECTION 

We collect popular fiction pub-

lished between 1900 and 1950, 

and aim to reflect the wide range 

of literary tastes during the pe-

riod. 

The collection consists of some 

800 novels, most in early edi-

tions, by 230 different authors. It 

is important to collect and re-

search these novels because these 

are what the majority of people 

read. Many are forgotten now, but 

they were the best-sellers and 

lending library favourites of their 

day! These novels therefore have 

the potential to reveal an enor-

mous amount about readerships, 

attitudes to reading, and cultural 

life. They are rarely preserved 

systematically elsewhere. Univer-

sity libraries have never collected 

this type of fiction, while public 

libraries disposed of such books 

once they fell out of fashion. 

CONTACT 

Erica Brown 

Humanities Department 

Owen Building 

Sheffield Hallam University 

Sheffield S1 1WB 

e.brown@shu.ac.uk 

0114 2254003 

Read book reviews at the collection blog 

http://reading19001950.wordpress.com/ 

Search the library catalogue  

http://catalogue.shu.ac.uk/ 

Visit the collection 

Level 2, Adsetts Centre, City Campus,  

Sheffield Hallam University 

http://reading19001950.wordpress.com/

