Pictured: Percy F
Westerman in the
Home Guard. Photo
courtesy of The
Westerman Yarns

Percy’s

Ripping Yarns
Wareham’s Percy F Westerman was once Britain’s most
popular children’s author, now fans of his tales of derring-do
are campaigning to put him back on the literary map
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Michael Spilman,
78, holding
typescripts of
Percy F
Westerman
stories

e’s the most famous
children’s adventure
writer you’ve never
heard of; a Dorset
author whose name
should trip of the tongue like those of
Thomas Hardy or Enid Blyton.
But mention Percy F. Westerman
and the chances are you’ll be greeted
with a blank stare. Frankly this is odd.
In a career that spanned half-acentury and two World Wars,
Westerman wrote 175 books and
countless magazine articles. For
decades his tales of derring-do
featuring lantern-jawed heroes
defending King and Country were
lapped-up by young readers. Stirring
titles like A Lad of Grit, At Grips with
the Swastika and Unfettered Might got
pulses racing and introduced many
youngsters to the delights of reading.
In the 1930s he was voted Britain’s
most popular boys’ author and by the
time of his death in 1959 he had sold
more than one-and-half million
books.
Yet this larger than life figure, who
for nearly 40 years bashed out
immensely readable ripping yarns
from his houseboat on the River
Frome at Wareham, was quickly
forgotten. A combination of rapidly
changing fashions and the arrival of
television seemed to consign him to
the proverbial dustbin of history.
Now a group of fans are intent on
reinstating the name of Percy F.
Westerman to the annals of Dorset’s
literary heritage, reintroducing his
work and celebrating his life in the
town he called home for so many
years.

The group, which includes several
academics, maintain that while
Westerman’s gung-ho prose may not
possess either grammatical finesse or
a politically correct agenda, it does
hold a significant place in the history
of 20th century adventure writing.
A two day seminar held earlier this
year at Wareham’s Corn Exchange was
such a success that it may be the first
of many. There were a number of
talks, an exhibition of Westerman’s
books and a selection of associated
material from the University of
Worcester’s archives. There was also a
chance for enthusiasts to see a rare
typescript of an unpublished book
entitled Their Country’s Call. This
piece of Westerman gold is now in the
possession of 78-year-old Michael
Spilman whose father used to help
repair the author’s ramshackle floating
home.
“I was down there helping my dad
one day and Mr Westerman was
throwing things out,” recalls Michael.
“He asked if I’d like the typescript. I
had no idea back then that it was in
any way important.”
As bibliophiles and casual visitors
alike examined message boards full of
fascinating facts and admired
blow-ups of classic book covers,
seminar organiser Nigel Gossop of the
aptly named Westerman Yarns tells
me that he couldn’t think of a more
appropriate place to hold the event.
“Percy loved Wareham and chose it for
the friendliness of the people and the
peace and tranquility of the River
Frome. It’s absolutely ideal.”
Gossop is in no doubt about what
made Percy’s writing so compelling to

Visitors to the Westerman event in Wareham with organiser Nigel Gossop, second back left.
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young readers. “His stories are
wonderfully easy to read and they
have real pace. He wrote about things
that genuinely interested people. It is
such shame that after his death he just
dropped off the radar. He died at a
time when there was a revolution in
children’s literature and a lot of new
writers were coming on the scene. He
just got forgotten.”
Ironically Nigel Gossop first
discovered Percy Westerman’s books
at precisely the point they were going
out of fashion. “It was the 1960s and I
was about nine or 10 when I started
picking up his books at jumble sales. I
loved them at the time. I absolutely
devoured them but like everyone else
I sort of lost interest. It was only about
20 years ago that I rediscovered his
work at a literature festival and
somehow through trying too
exchange information about him I
seem to have become the specialist – a
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one-stop shop for information about
Percy.”
The Westerman legacy in Wareham
is considerable. In addition to his fame
as a writer, Percy and his wife Frances
were well known local characters.
Originally born in Portsmouth,
Westerman moved to Dorset in 1920
when his writing began earning
enough to allow him to give up his day
job as a clerk with the Admiralty.
The couple set up home on an old
converted Thames barge and Percy
soon founded and became the first
commodore of the town’s Redclyffe
Yacht Club. Anyone asking directions
to his door would be despatched
down the towpath and told: “It’s up
the creek and round the bend.” Percy
was eccentric, affable and actively
involved in community life, becoming
president of both the Wareham
Players and local branch of the Royal
British Legion.
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Children's adventure author Percy F Westerman photographed by
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Nigel e:
Gossop who runs
The Westerman
Yarns holding a
copy of Percy F
Westerman’s first
book ‘A Lad Of
Grit’.

During World War II he commanded
the Wareham Home Guard. Among
those who remember Percy from
those days is 77-year-old Eric Axford
who as a child would accompany his
mother to the Westerman’s barge. Mrs
Axford acted as an occasional
housekeeper for Frances while Eric’s
dad served in Percy’s Home Guard
platoon.
He has memories of “two lovely
people” but he also has a more
tangible link with the author. Eric was
one of the guests at the Wareham
seminar and, as well as talking about
Percy Westerman’s days on the River
Frome, he brought with him the
author’s original writer’s chair.
“He must have written so many of
his stories sitting in that chair,”
enthused retired farm worker Eric.
“He gave it to my dad when he got a
replacement. It’s incredibly
comfortable. I still sit in it to watch
television most evenings.”
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For Eric, like so many others, the
fact that Percy F. Westerman has been
more or less forgotten is baffling. He
would like to see Wareham salute its
famous literary son.
“Nobody in this town has done
anything to remember Percy. There’s
nothing in the library, nothing on
tourist information and nothing in the
museum yet this seminar has attracted
people from all over the country.”
Nigel Gossop says he’s delighted
with the interest generated in Percy F.
Westerman’s close ties with Dorset and
would be interested to hear from
anyone with further information or
perhaps even memories of Percy’s
time in Wareham. ■

Stirring titles like A Lad
of Grit, At Grips with
the Swastika and
Unfettered Might got
pulses racing and
introduced many
youngsters to the
delights of reading

Any information can be sent to Nigel
and The Westerman Yarns by email at
westermanyarns@gmail.com.
You can learn more about
Percy F. Westerman through the
.westermanyarns.blogspot.co.uk.
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