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This is not a book of literary criticism or a precise
guidebook to literary landmarks. It is perhaps most use-
ful to cultural critics as a record of how highly British
children’s literature was valued by white upper middle-
class Americans writing in the 1960s. In what can best
be described as a travel narrative geared toward fellow
appreciators of children’s literature, Joan Bodger takes
readers with her family on a nostalgic trip to England to
find out more about the places connected to nineteenth
and twentieth-century works of children’s literature, ar-
guing for the importance of literature in providing men-
tal landscapes that enrich the human condition.

The family, made up of a mother, a father, an eight
year old son and a two and a half year old daughter, trav-
els to Whitchurch in search of Caldecott’s home turf and
to Cornwall to find the landscape-based inspiration for
Narnia as well as to experience life in a caravan as it is de-
scribed by Beatrix Potter in The Fairy Caravan and Hugh
Lofting in Dr. Dolittle’s Caravan. The family continues to
drive around England, hunting for King Arthur in Glas-
tonbury and for the houses described inWind in the Wil-

lows in towns along the Thames. Other places visited
include Harwell, home of L. Leslie Brooke, the Kipling
and Rosemary Sutcliffe country of TurnbridgeWells, and
Ashdown Forest, home of Milne’s Hundred Acre Wood.
The family visits Yorkshire in search of Frances Hodg-
son Burnett’s gardens and moors, and the Lakes region
to look for Beatrix Potter’s and Arthur Ransome’s land-
scapes.

Although the book does not provide enough specifics
for readers to re-trace the family’s steps precisely (there
are no maps or addresses provided), the book does pro-
vide a model for enriching one’s own experience of chil-
dren’s books and also an unusual means of revisiting fa-
vorites. Bodger’s privileging of a literary upbringing can
be sensed in passages such as her meditation on the con-
nections between Frances Hodgson Burnett’s works and
the Bronte novels: “I suppose that an American’s ap-
proach to English literature must always be oblique. We
share a language but not a landscape.

In order to understand the English classics as adults,
we must build up a sort of visual vocabulary from the
books we read as children. Children’s literature is, in
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some ways, more important to us than it is to the En-
glish child. I contend that a child brought up on the nurs-
ery rhymes and Jacobs’ English Fairy Tales can better un-
derstand Shakespeare; that a child who has poured over
Beatrix Potter can better respond to Wordsworth“ (p.
184). Bodger does not question the importance of canon-
ical literature and throughout the book insists, with an
absent-minded elitism, that her reading lists are the best
kind of cultural capital.

Bodger’s book works actively to preserve what she
sees as a vanishing world: “Before our very eyes we saw
the end of an era as many a farmer’s wife rushed to buy
the new garish pink or blue synthetic carryall in pref-
erence to her old hand-caned basket” (p. 4). Bodger
does her preservation work by celebrating books and
watching as her own children experience travel enhanced
by the privilege of being well-read. Bodger exoticizes
and condescends to the “gypsy” population by renting
a caravan, and claiming “it would seem foolish to claim
respectability – by ordinary Anglo-Saxon middle-class
standards – for the average gypsy” (p. 24).

These problematic blindnesses to her own biased at-
titudes appear throughout the book, and their compla-
cency serves as a record of American political and cul-
tural views while it marks their changes. The most in-
triguing part of this book comes in the afterword when
Bodger, looking back at her work as she prepares it
for republication, contemplates the story it tells about
her reading, her family, and her world. Here, she ad-
mits that the sweet picture she draws covers enormous
tragedy, but she continues to insist on children’s litera-
ture’s magic, its ability to provide memories and healing
catharsis. Although lovers of children’s books may be
mesmerized briefly, Bodger’s re-published joyous jour-
ney reveals that post-modern readers cannot be easily
transported by either the cultural values or the exclu-
sively white and middle-class childhood reading pro-
moted in this celebration.
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