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Foreword

Rosemary Auchmuty

A great deal of patronising nonsense has been written about Mills & Boon romances. As “popular culture” they are fair game for literary dismissal; as books for women they invite condescension and ridicule; as the pioneers of brand-name publishing, whose readers are attracted by a logo rather than an author’s name, they have come to stand for all that is worst in formulaic writing and cynical mass-marketing. Apart from their (millions of) readers, few people have anything good to say about Mills & Boon romances; while many who have never read one are quite prepared to denigrate the genre without regard for evidence or truth. As Sheila Ray, author of The Blyton Phenomenon, wrote of another equally derided icon of popular culture, “the sternest critics do not see any need to get their facts right”.1

jay Dixon’s book is different.

Dixon writes as an insider, an avid reader of Mills & Boon romances. “Personally, I never travel anywhere without one,” she tells us. She has read – and enjoyed – hundreds of Mills & Boon romances, dating from the birth of the genre in the early years of this century up to the present. So she knows what she is writing about and can set the record straight. As a former employee of the firm, personally acquainted with key personnel including many authors, she has a staggering breadth of knowledge of the genre, its creators and its critics. For those of us who are not so deeply immersed, many surprises lie ahead in this book.

Dixon challenges many popular myths about Mills & Boon novels. For example, it is often said that Mills & Boon never depicted premarital or extra-marital sex until very recently. Dixon shows that, on the contrary, both have featured in novels of every decade from before the First World War. We tend to think of the typical Mills & Boon hero as aggressive and masterful and the heroine as passively awaiting her prince. But Dixon points out that the macho hero conventionally associated with Mills & Boon only made his appearance in the 1970s, his predecessors including men who were younger, poorer, and/or physically inferior to the heroine, and his successors tending towards the “New Man”. Mills & Boon heroines, too, are far from the stereotypes of feminine passivity that their critics have led us to expect. They are usually working women – women with life goals independent of their desire for a man’s love – women who are not prepared to take their men as they are, with all their masculine imperfections, but who seek to transform them through love, to bring them firmly into the more humane and egalitarian feminine value system. Many, indeed, are already married, and the plot turns not on winning Mr Right but on transforming a problematic marriage into a fulfilling one.

Equally importantly, Dixon writes as a feminist. She demonstrates, as other feminists have tried to do before her, that even an apparently reactionary genre like Mills & Boon romances can be read positively by women. What makes her work different from that of most of her predecessors is that, as a Mills & Boon enthusiast who is herself a feminist, she is living proof that such messages can be taken from the books. In this sense her book is one big primary source, one woman’s first-hand account of her reading life.

But it is more than this. Dixon understands the conventions of the genre as only an insider can. She can “read” the symbols (for instance, the home as the place of feminine power into which the hero must be brought) and explain the significance in plot terms of particular scenes, such as the violent sexual assaults on heroines by 1970s’ heroes, to which feminists have not unnaturally objected. At the same time she understands the feminist objections. She recognizes above all that Mills & Boon romances are historical documents and must be read in the context of the time and manner of their production. In this sense her book is a painstaking historical account of the genre’s development over the century and the ways it has responded both to historical events such as war and to ideological changes, especially those relating to ideas of sexual equality and women’s role.

Here again we find many surprises. Mills & Boon heroines, it seems, often challenged contemporary ideologies, for example around work. In the interwar years, at a time when women’s magazines and middle-brow novels placed women firmly in a domestic situation, Mills & Boon heroines engaged in professional careers and forced their men to recognize the importance of economic independence for women – even after marriage! More recently, they have attempted to transform the workplace to accommodate to the needs of women and to find creative solutions to the problems of two-career families (solutions which do not involve the heroine’s giving way to the man). Mills & Boon novels explicitly argued for divorce law reform both pre-First World War and between the wars and again in the 1960s. Throughout the century, plots have changed to meet readers’ changing expectations, showing that Mills & Boon authors respond to an audience which is far from passive and unquestioning.

The novels have their limitations, of course. Conservative in many ways, they are also homophobic and racist. The heterosexual bias is perhaps inevitable given the product’s underlying message, that women can change men through love, but there can be no excuse for the fact that there are never any black protagonists. But Dixon concludes that in many important respects the novels are feminist, not simply because they depict women’s experience from women’s point of view, but because they consistently argue that men must change to meet women’s standards. Though the solutions offered by each book are individual ones, the cumulative effect of such a mass phenomenon can be seen as a challenge of social dimensions.

At the close of the twentieth century Mills & Boon is at a turning-point in its history. Now part of a North American conglomerate, it has lost its personal relationship with its British readers and is apparently losing ground to competitors. But the popularity of the romance shows no sign of waning. It remains one of the most important cultural artefacts of our time, the favoured reading matter of millions of women in the western world. It deserves serious consideration by an accurate and sympathetic consumer/scholar, and I can think of no one better qualified to provide this than jay Dixon. She gives us both a fascinating account of the Mills & Boon romance in its historical and ideological context and a personal defence of a much-maligned literary genre, whose significance is only just beginning to be properly appreciated.



	Sheila Ray, “The Literary Context”; in Rosemary Auchmuty and Juliet Gosling (eds), The Chalet School Revisited, London: Bettany Press, 1994, p. 104.
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IntroductionMills & Boon have a happy knack of discovering the popular author
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When I first started the research for this book, over ten years ago, I had to overcome the perception that Mills & Boon romances were not worthy of serious study. Although no one would have disputed the Illustrated London News critique of the 1910s quoted in the title of this chapter, neither would they have taken the sentiment any further. Since then, as more universities have included the study of popular literature in their courses, this view has changed. Nevertheless, some of the old arguments against reading romances are still being put forward by the media and literary critics, and yet most are based on prejudice, and ignorance caused by blinkered thinking. This book sets out to challenge these perceptions.

One of the main criticisms of Mills & Boon books is that their plots are all the same: girl meets boy, they encounter problems, girl runs away, girl returns, all is miraculously explained away, and marriage ensues. This, of course, is the plot of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, Samuel Richardson’s Pamela, Cinderella, and Beauty and the Beast. Parallels can be drawn back to Greek and Roman myths, for it is one of the few plots in the history of fiction.

Another storyline is that of the lone male fighting against megalomania and saving the world – or his corner of it – from destruction. Think of westerns, with their “good guy” fights “bad guy”, “good guy” wins plots. Think of all the James Bond novels, thrillers, and detective fiction. In the latter order is restored to society after crimes have been committed. Or, as Mandel defines their plots: “… the Problem, the Initial Solution, the Complication, the Period of Confusion, the Dawning Light, the Solution, the Explanation” (1984:16). This plot can be traced back to the story of Christ – a lone male who has come to Earth to save the world and everyone in it. Perhaps this is why novels based on the “lone male” plot are more highly regarded in western culture than those based on a love plot.

All genre fiction has its own characteristic plot line, whether it be love conquers all, or the lone avenger saving the weak. Thus to decry romance fiction on the grounds that the plot is always the same is to betray an ignorance of a fundamental element of all genre fiction – the familiarity of the plot. What is more revealing is how the author either works inside, or expands the parameters of the particular genre – of any type. As will become apparent through the arguments developed in this book, the authors who have written Mills & Boon books have expanded the parameters of the romance novel throughout history.

The reason crime novels garner respect is often said to be because they are male – not just that they are written by men, about men, for men (which is no longer true, in any case) but because they put forward male ideals. (Arguably, this is because in our patriarchal world, where men still control most of the production, distribution, and reviewing of books, men are revered.)

Accordingly, aficionados of this type of fiction claim that they are superior to romances because their stories are more realistic. Oh yes? When did you last meet a spy? Or an adventurer who could overcome all obstacles – Indiana Jones in the flesh? And when did you last meet a pair of lovers?

The view that Mills & Boon books are just junk literature that does not address the problems of the real world, is exemplified by Baker in her book on post-war women’s literature:

Romantic fiction, whether in the form of novels or women’s magazines, was escapist … Marriage itself was the goal … [and] traditional “happily ever after” endings in fiction reinforced the view that marriage marks the end of a woman’s growth; that once she gets her man her “story” is told. (1989:45)


This reveals both a dismissive attitude towards women’s fiction and an ignorance of romance texts. The books do, in fact, deal with specific problems women have faced throughout this century and the stories do not necessarily end with wedding bells but continue after the heroine’s marriage.

The Mills & Boon romances of the post-Second World War period depict problems that are specific to women. In the late 1940s the mainspring of their stories are such topics as the lack of job opportunities for women (both single and married); the difficulties that arise when living with in-laws due to the housing shortage; and the problems faced by wives when trying to revive marriages to men who have become strangers after being away at war for six years. In other decades Mills & Boon books concentrate on problems such as combining marriage and career; the healing of servicemen after war; and the acceptance of all aspects of one’s femininity. They also revolve around the changing of a fleeting male lust into a love that will endure through life’s downs as well as its ups, which is the main topic of all romance fiction. In romance ideology love solves all problems. In that sense, of course, Mills & Boon books do not offer any practical solution to the individual problems of the reader. What they do do is to voice the difficulties women face in a world that is organized by men for their own comfort.

In reality, what many of the critics of Mills & Boon books are belittling is the writing style and language that is used, although they either do not state this, or deny having this intention. Watson’s Their Own Worst Enemies: Women writers of women’s fiction (1995) being a case in point. Her book is a diatribe against not just romances, but all genre fiction written by women and including a love interest. She argues, as many feminists do, that Mills & Boon books show women buying into the patriarchal ideology of marriage. One could say the same about Jane Eyre. The only reason Jane Eyre does not marry Rochester initially is because he is already married, not because she rejects the institution of marriage altogether. Jane Eyre, of course, belongs to the genre of classical literature, and has been reinterpreted by some critics, writing for the modern feminist reader, as a book in which the heroine is fighting against patriarchy for her autonomy as an individual. However the fundamental plot of Jane Eyre is not different than that of a Mills & Boon romance.

Mills & Boon books are not, and have never claimed to be, classical literature. Consequently, they are dismissed by those who do not read them as “trash” purely on the grounds of their literary style. But Mills & Boon books speak to the same desires and fears as Jane Eyre – the changing of the hero from the Beast into the Prince in order to make the marriage work according to the heroine’s terms. In so doing they can be said to have the same feminist agenda as the romances of Brontë and Austen.

Mills & Boon books are stories; they come out of the oral storytelling tradition rather than the tradition of the written word. As a result their style is very different from that of classical literature. They use language to involve the emotions and imagination to such an extent that the world they create completely envelops the reader. Characters live, events happen, emotions are felt. Literary style is irrelevant. Emotional involvement of the reader – which is achieved by the style of the particular author – is all that matters. This kind of writing is, for the most part, intuitive. It must, to some degree, tap into the wells of the writer’s subconscious if it is to be effective in conveying the emotional intensity that is the hallmark of these books.

The image of an author crying while writing a particularly upsetting scene is a cliché precisely because it is based on a truth. If the authors are not affected by their work, their readers will not be engaged and the romance will be unsuccessful. This is not to say that romance authors the world over are crying at their computers. Rather, they are tapping into what Hélène Cixous calls “the Voice, a song before the Law, before the breath was split by the symbolic” (1975:172). Thus a romance author “physically materializes what she is thinking; she signifies it with her body” (1975:170).

That is the reason why authors write the types of romances that are specific to their own lives, as they explore aspects of society which resonate most deeply with their own psyche. Although their first romances often closely follow those of their predecessors (as Violet Winspear in The Viking Stranger (1966) set in America with a Danish hero and Penny Jordan’s desert romance Falcon’s Prey (1981) both built on established formats early in their careers) in later novels authors find their own voices. (Winspear found her own type of Latin hero, and Jordan found her own plot line of the misunderstood heroine and autocratic British hero.)

In this respect, I would argue (against the sceptical view of some critics) that Mills & Boon authors are sincere in what they write, at least while they are writing. Otherwise the novels would not affect the reader. Even those authors who do not exclusively write romances must be able to engage with their text, and have respect for the genre as well as a genuine feeling for their characters. Other Mills & Boon authors, those Frances Whitehead, ex-editorial director of Mills & Boon calls “intuitive writers of romances” do this instinctively. These books are not post-modern game-playing; they are straightforward stories, which aim to engage the emotion, not the intellect, of the reader. Accordingly, they have to be read in a certain way in order for the reader to fully understand them. There has to be a willing suspension of disbelief, the analytical part of the brain has to be switched off and the emotions fully engaged. Both the reader and writer have to have an intuitive understanding of the dilemma that faces women in a male dominated world, which on the one hand, sees their sex as inferior, and an obstacle to success, and on the other, expects them to cultivate their femininity. All this may explain why very few men can write or edit these books successfully, and why most men cannot read them.

Much criticism of Mills & Boon books is ahistorical. There is a view among non-readers that the books never change. While it is true that the consistency of the plot defines the romance, Mills & Boon books have changed over the past decades. Although in their early years Mills & Boon recognized a division between categories of fiction in their catalogues, such as crime and their “Laughter Library”, the only romance category they acknowledged was the society novel, set among the English upper classes. But it is possible to discern three more categories of romance from this early period that were not officially recognized – the country novel, the city novel and the exotic novel. The first two of these are set in England, in the countryside or in a large town (usually London) respectively; the latter is set abroad, generally in a country belonging to the British Empire. The society novel disappeared around the time of the First World War. By the 1930s the remaining three categories had merged, resulting in the Mills & Boon romance as it is thought of today.

Each of these categories has different views on the contemporary themes featured in the romances. For instance, in Sophie Cole’s city novels, divorce is not contemplated by unhappily married protagonists, whereas the society novels of the same period actually argue for divorce without social stigma.

Certain topics are more prevalent, or more significant during particular periods. Thus divorce – a main aspect of the plot during the early years – disappears then reappears in the 1960s, but handled differently, as these later authors include divorced heroes and heroines. Accordingly, the following few pages outline a history of Mills & Boon using these themes.

During the 1910s the theme of class and wealth runs through all the Mills & Boon novels. Many of the heroes are either rich aristocrats, or well-off educated men from the land-owning class. The heroine is either a younger woman, also from the upper classes, or a middle-class woman earning her own living. Heroes are no longer aristocratic after the 1910s and it is not until much later in the genre’s history that the upper and middle classes meet again in marriage. In these later romances the class difference becomes a problem to overcome, as in Sally Wentworth’s Summer Fire (1981). In this book the heroine disapproves of the aristocratic hero on principle.

During the 1920s the hero is more likely to be an expressively passionate Latin lover than an English gentleman. These books are more sexual in nature, and love and passion are inextricably linked. They are set abroad with travelling heroines who earn an independent living. The authors who began writing in the early years of Mills & Boon continued to set their novels abroad, while the authors who started writing in the 1930s developed a domestic atmosphere in their books, setting them mainly in England. During the 1930s the emphasis is placed on the heroine who exemplifies a certain type of English womanhood. Plots typically revolve around her introduction to sexual intercourse, or the married woman’s need to work. These themes continue into the later 1940s.

By the 1950s the novels have become thoroughly domestic, and many of the plots involve the widowed heroine’s need for a job to support herself and her children. Often she does this by becoming a housekeeper to the hero. It is in this period that the heroine, for the first time, is confronted with a glamorous and/or career woman as a rival for the hero’s love. Although the other woman has appeared in previous eras, in the 1950s, the contrast between the domestic heroine and the working other woman is prevalent. This particular juxtaposition continues into the following decades.

The domestication of the settings of Mills & Boon books did not last long. By the end of the 1950s they had moved out of the home, out of England altogether, and were situated once again abroad. The books of the 1960s have working, independent heroines, and sheik-heroes return with Violet Winspear’s Blue Jasmine (1969), her tribute to E.M. Hull’s The Sheik (1919). Blue Jasmine ushered in the more sexual books of the 1970s with love once again portrayed as a passionate emotion, as it was in the 1920s. Although not acknowledged in Britain in the marketing of the books, at that time, this more sexual novel split Mills & Boon romances into two categories. This division continues today – there is the more sexual line of books often depicting a violent battle of the sexes acted out between the hero and heroine, and the less sexual line portraying a more gentle relationship between the sexes. In America these two lines are called respectively; Harlequin Presents, which sells in significantly higher numbers, and Harlequin Romance and in Britain it was not until 1996 that the books were labelled Mills & Boon Presents and Mills & Boon Enchanted respectively.

During the 1980s the parameters of Mills & Boon books were expanded as both authors and editors experimented with the form of the romance. For instance, the journalist heroine of Madeleine Ker’s The Wilder Shores of Love (1987) became a heroin addict during a drug investigation after one of her contacts forced the drug on her. New, more far-reaching authors, many of them journalists, brought a different understanding of the genre to the novels. In Pippa Clarke’s The Puppet Master (1985) the hero manipulates events in order to meet the heroine in favourable circumstances. Previous authors would have had the events happen by chance construed as “fate”. These new authors wrote in a less emotional style. Emma Goldrick even brought a comedic style to the writing.

Many of the authors from the 1980s such as Vanessa James and Pippa Clarke, had left Mills & Boon by the 1990s to write blockbusters under their own names – Sally Beauman and Rosie Shepherd respectively. Madeleine Ker, one of the very few successful Mills & Boon male authors, also left to write under his real name of Marius Gabriel, feeling that he had stretched the genre to it’s limits. Others, such as Emma Darcy and Susan Napier have stayed. The 1990s have seen a more emotional type of romance being written by new authors, although now Harlequin are demanding that all books contain at least three of the key elements that they believe sell; such as plots involving children, cowboy heroes, and Christmas, the more creatively spontaneous and emotional romance may well disappear.

This brief outline of the history of the Mills & Boon romance does not take into account the diversity of the books at any given period. For example, it is possible to find heroines with non-domestic, even unusual jobs during the 1950s, as Deborah Phillips noted at the Liverpool Roses and Romance Conference in 1995. This chapter aims solely to introduce the main themes of Mills & Boon romances during each decade.

So, the argument that “Mills & Boon books are all the same” is ahistorical because it ignores the true history of the genre. Although the base plot, as with all other genre fiction, remains constant, themes vary from decade to decade and author to author. These themes become plot-types, such as the marriage of convenience in which the two protagonists marry for some mutual benefit before falling in love with each other; or the career-woman heroine, who is forced to choose between marriage and a career by the hero until he eventually has to recognize her right to both; or the wounded hero, who refuses to love the heroine because he does not acknowledge the existence of his own emotions.

These plot-types are significant not just because they express something within the subconscious of a particular writer (and reader), but because they reflect an aspect of the society from which they come. By using the same plot-type again and again Mills & Boon authors can be seen as putting forth an argument for political and social change. This is not to say that these books are didactic in any way. They do not argue for a point of view in the same way that a political pamphlet does. But literature, by portraying certain events and not others, or by choosing a particular setting can actually put forth an argument for or against a certain position. An obvious example is Charles Dickens whose novels portray a particular world to such effect that, in the English language, “Dickensian” is immediately recognizable as a reference to a world of poverty and social injustice. In this respect, I would contend, Mills & Boon books argue for a change in the way society is organized, from male-oriented to female-oriented.

Mills & Boon books give women power. They do this in various ways: by portraying women’s healing power after war; by showing women fighting, not just to enter the workplace but, to change it to suit their needs; by transmuting sex into lovemaking; and by insisting on the equality of the sexes through portraying the hero as the heroine’s brother. But the most forceful empowerment of women occurs in the confrontation set up between the public and private spheres. They do this by using the symbolism of “home”, which in Mills & Boon ideology is the woman’s sphere – standing for stability, safety, peace and strength. It also represents the continuity between past and present, between the generations, and a promise for the future. So, even when it appears to be the hero who establishes or confirms the heroine’s social identity by marrying her, it is in fact the heroine who is drawing the hero into the female world.

This is exemplified in Stephanie Wyatt’s This Man’s Magic (1987). At first glance it could be seen that the hero bestows an identity on the heroine. The hero establishes the heroine in society when he helps to bring her jewellery designs to the notice of the wider public. He also restores her to her family, when he insists that her father and stepmother recognize her after ignoring her existence all her life. At the end of the novel he promises her children and a country home, once again, seemingly, granting her a social identity. But the heroine is descended from aristocracy, and is independently wealthy. So, at one level, she already has a place in society, albeit one she has rejected for a career. At the same time, while the hero keeps his town flat for when they may have to be in London, it is the country house which is to be their main place of residence. This indicates that he is giving up his bachelor (which in Mills & Boon books translates as “male chauvinistic”) lifestyle. Finally, in the last sentence of the novel he says to her, “Come on, my darling, let’s go home.” With this use of the word “home”, it is made clear at a symbolic level that he is going to join her in the female world of permanence, rather than take her into the patriarchal world of emotional instability and sexual permissiveness that he has known.

Before condemning Mills & Boon novels you have to accept that the romance genre is about love, just as detective fiction is about crime, and science fiction is about other worlds. Certain things must happen in books of these genres – a relationship has to be formed, or a crime has to be solved, or humans have to encounter alien beings. However, the rules are also broken and often in the process either a new sub-genre is created (such as when Gothic novels split into romance and crime novels) or the genre is changed irrevocably (as The Sheik left a lasting impression on romance fiction and the character of the hero).

In order to enter the world of the romance, the method of analyzing literature which is taught in schools and higher education must be abandoned. I have heard it argued that romance authors play games with their readers. This was in reference to a passage from a Silhouette book, where the sexual language of an interrupted sex scene had been continued into the following, nonsexual scene. The commentator claimed that the author had done this deliberately in order to amuse her readers. I would argue, however, that this shows a fundamental misunderstanding of how this type of fiction is written. An author who has just described a sex scene will continue to think in sexual metaphors. The author’s mind is still running in the sexual groove, as it were. Therefore, in the heat of writing, he or she is more likely to pick a word with sexual overtones.

This type of instinctive writing is illustrated, by Mary Wibberley in her book To Writers With Love, where she says that in Linked from the Fast (1984) she was not conscious of the way she was writing: “I laid at least three ‘clues’ that I was not aware of, but which, as I continued to write, gradually fell into their place – and only then did I realise why I had done that” (1987:40, original emphasis).

The romance genre has to be accepted on its own terms and judged by its own criteria, and should not be compared to other types of literature. To do so is to compare haute couture with retail clothes. The intents of the couturier and the mass manufacturer are different, as is the result. The way to deduce the merit of a romance novel is not to compare it with War and Peace but to compare it with another romance. Has the author expressed the emotions of the characters – whether it be love, hate, jealousy or despair – credibly? Are the characters believably serene, warm, arrogant or fun-loving? Do their actions seem in keeping with their character and the events of the story? Does the author draw you into the story so that you feel every emotion, see every setting, burn at every injustice, fall in love with the hero and become the heroine?

Above all: does the author speak to your concerns? If not, the novel is not a “good” romance for you, but another romance by another author might be. Some feminists re-read Gone With the Wind every year but cannot stomach Rebecca. We all have our different fantasies. As Clair in Dangerous Men and Adventurous Women puts it: “A smoking .45 and six corpses at his feet is a male fantasy. A woman will settle for one live hero as hers. And if she places a dainty foot upon his neck, it is only to invite him to kiss it” (1992:71).

Not all fantasies are gender specific. Women can have fantasies about smoking guns. But then women are socialized into the male world, and have to be aware of men’s milieu in order to negotiate it. Men, on the other hand, do not face the problem of feeling divided between two different worlds, and find it difficult to understand women’s lives, tending to act as if there is only one culture – theirs. Therefore most men cannot enter the world of romance. For, as will become apparent in the following chapters, Mills & Boon romances primarily depict the world from a woman’s viewpoint. And in so doing, they immerse the reader in a female world of experience; both the external reality of the social world they live in at any given period, and the desired world of their hopes and dreams.



Chapter One A Short History of Mills & Boon – A very profitable small firm
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Mills & Boon are the publishing success story of this century. The firm was started by Gerald Mills and Charles Boon in 1908 with £1,000 capital. They had both previously worked for Methuen – Mills as Education Director and Boon as Sales Manager. Their first office was in Whitcomb Street, London W1, but in 1909 they moved to 49 Rupert Street. In their first year their turnover was £16,650 publishing in all fields – educational, general non-fiction and fiction. Their early general books included theatrical and other reminiscences, travel guides, “how-to” games books, various forms of self-help and children’s books. They also published craft books, which they continued to do until 1980.

Their fiction list in the first decade of their business covered crime, plays, comic novels and historical novels. They also published Hugh Walpole’s Mr Perrin and Mr Traill in 1911 and in 1912 his Prelude and Adventure. In the same year they produced P.G. Wodehouse’s The Prince and Betty and E.F. Benson’s Room in the Tower. Some of their early women novelists included I.A.R. Wylie, now best known for her book The Daughter of Brahma, published by Mills & Boon in 1912, and Beatrice Grimshaw, whose When the Red Gods Call, a blockbuster sensation of its day, they published in 1911. They also published Elizabeth Robins’ play Votes for Women, which was based on her pro-suffragist novel The Convert, in 1909, and Winifred Grahame’s virulently anti-suffragist novel Enemy of Woman in 1910. In translation they published, among others, Gaston Leroux’s Phantom of the Opera.

Few of these writers stayed with the firm for long, most worked with a number of other publishers throughout their writing lives. One who did stay was Jack London. Mills & Boon published many of his books between 1912 and 1923, including South Sea Tales and When Gods Laugh in 1912, The Cruise of the Snark in 1913, as well as his wife Charmian London’s log of the Snark as Voyaging in Wild Seas in 1915. After Jack London’s death in 1916 they brought out an almost complete collection of his books in 1918.

Apart from publishing established authors, Mills & Boon were described in the Morning Post as publishers of “clever first novels”. By the 1920s it was established practice for them to publish four new promising authors in July of each year.

They also published a group of books which dealt primarily with human emotions, the successors of which were to make the name of Mills & Boon synonymous worldwide with category romance fiction.

These early romances can be separated into four distinct groups, according to the setting where the action takes place: exotic, society, city and country. The exotic and society novels are set among the English upper classes, the former in such countries as South America, Africa, Burma and India, the latter in southern England. The city and country novels have middle-class protagonists and, like the society novels, are also set in southern England, generally London and the south-east respectively. The society novels disappeared in 1914, and the other categories gradually merged, so that by the beginning of the next decade, although some novels could be associated with particular categories, the differences in content between these categories was no longer clear and the new writers of the 1920s made no distinction between them.

Many present-day historical romance novelists portray the Edwardian period as the “belle-époque” – a glamorous golden age. However, in reality, for many people this was a time of hidden fears as general unrest threatened the stability and self-confidence of the upper classes. These fears are reflected in the Mills & Boon books of the day – even the society novels. In all the novels of the 1910s there is some type of external menace, from E.M. Forster’s “abyss” of poverty that haunts the city novels, to the alien African country of the exotic novels, the threatened menace from the city in the country novels, and the deceit and murders of the society novels. This is not to say that these early novels were expressing a social critique. Rather, it is to argue that from the earliest days of their history, Mills & Boon books have symbolically represented aspects of the society in which they were written.

The society novels had a figure of Cupid for their logo, a figure which was to reappear in the 1940s bearing a placard inscribed “A Mills & Boon Love Story”. One of the most popular authors of society novels was Joan Sutherland, who set her books among the landed gentry. Her canvas is broad, and many of her characters, especially the women, lead unhappy lives. Generally, however, the books end happily for the main protagonists who are ensconced in a loving marriage – a staple of Mills & Boon romances which has never changed. Another theme that is central to Mills & Boon books throughout the decades is that trust and love go hand in hand, and that one without the other is worthless. This is apparent in The Cheat (1909) by Laura, Lady Troubridge, who wrote seven society novels for Mills & Boon between 1909 and 1912. She was the sister-in-law of Una Troubridge, who was Radclyffe Hall’s lover, and was herself a member of the social élite.

The exotic novels are still common today, with authors setting their books in most continental countries, America and Canada, South America, Australia and New Zealand and various African and Arabian countries. The main difference between the earlier novels and those of today, is that the earlier heroes were always British and the heroines occasionally European; these days the hero, and sometimes the heroine, are more likely to be natives of the country in which the book is set.

One of Mills & Boon’s most prolific authors of exotic novels was Louise Gerard, most of whose romances were published in America, Norway, Sweden, Denmark and Holland, as well as in Britain. In a back cover blurb on one of her books Louise Gerard writes that she was born in Nottingham and educated at the high school there. Having always wanted to travel, at the age of 19 she went to West Africa which would be the setting for many of her books. Gerard always visited the countries that she used as settings, and, as a result, visited most of Europe (including Russia), Morocco, the Canary Islands, Tunisia, Madeira, Algeria and “The Great Sahara Desert”. She dedicated all her books to a woman friend who was a Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society, and who, presumably, was her travelling companion. Gerard also wrote Mills & Boon’s first medical romance, Days of Probation, published in 1917. Medical romances appeared in the company’s list from then on, eventually becoming a distinct line in 1977.

Many authors wrote country novels, including S.C. Nethersole and Marian Bower. These were set in southern England, portraying country life and hard-working heroines and heroes. The heroines, generally independent-minded women, often suffer hardship – either economic or emotional – before being united with their heroes.

Sophie Cole was one of Mills & Boon’s most prolific authors of this period. She wrote her first book for Gerald Duckworth and Co., and then moved to Mills & Boon, publishing 60 books with them between 1909 and 1941, (including 3 guide books for London), before moving to Ward Lock with whom she published her last 5 novels. She wrote city novels, all set in London which she knew well, although she lived in Henley-on-Thames.

Like many other publishers, Mills & Boon faced a crisis over its financial welfare in the 1920s. During this period, publication of all categories of books increased, attaining record levels, although there were also “dramatic increases in production costs and lower profits” (McAleer, 1992:51). Mills & Boon were not unaffected by this, nearly going into bankruptcy, mainly, according to Charles’s son, John Boon, because of two factors: lack of capital and the absence of a backlist. Gerald Mills’s death in 1928 brought the financial crisis to a head, as a considerable portion of the company was in his estate. The problem was solved by J.W. Henley, also from Methuen, who bought about a third of Mills’s equity becoming joint managing director with Charles Boon.

At the same time the firm, though still continuing their other fiction and non-fiction publications, laid down the foundation for their future economic success by beginning to specialize in romance fiction, which was published in hardback only and sold mainly to the commercial libraries. They added to their list Elizabeth Carfrae, one of the new breed of authors who wrote “racily” according to The Scotsman’s review of her The Devil’s Jest (1926). They also retained Denise Robins, one of their most popular authors, who remained with them “for eight or nine years” before “somewhat reluctantly” moving to Nicholson & Watson for a £1,000 advance, which Charles Boon refused to match (Robins, 1965:136). However, M.J. Farrell, who published her Knight of the Cheerful Countenance with Mills & Boon in 1926, did not stay with them, nor did Georgette Heyer. It was Heyer’s third historical romance (not her first, as both Mills & Boon and McAleer (1992) state), titled The Transformation of Philip Jettan, which was published by Mills & Boon in 1923, under the pseudonym Stella Martin. It was subsequently republished by Heinemann, minus its original final chapter, as Powder and Patch, under her usual name.

Despite, or perhaps because of, the Depression of the 1930s Mills & Boon prospered.
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