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‘Paul stands with O. Henry, Wodehouse and Dahl, the great short-

story writers. The originality of his imagination and humour shine, 

but there is a wonderful darkness underneath. This memoir

goes some way to explaining that darkness.’

Terry Denton

‘As generous, sensitive, perceptive and honest as its author, 

Untwisted is a fascinating collage. In deceptively simple prose,

Paul Jennings uses key moments and events to make  

a vibrant, funny and moving picture of an amazing life.  

If you want to know what makes a writer, read this.’

Emily Rodda

Untwisted is amazing, I planned to savour it and make it last,

but was soon so completely swept away by his gentle, but sincere 

storytelling that I was utterly gripped!... What is so wonderfully 

apparent through Untwisted is just what a natural teacher and born 

raconteur Paul Jennings is. As with his fiction, not a word feels out 

of place and each and every chapter is beautifully wrought and 

hewn, but here he reveals the inner-workings of his craft showing 

influences. It is a very inspiring book. I have genuinely roared with 

laughter (I still can’t help spontaneously laughing when I think 

of the zeppelin episode!) and wept whilst reading, sometimes at 

the same time. Untwisted displays that characteristic ability Paul 

Jennings has to distill honest and true emotions that not only get 

to the heart of his subjects, but which also reach the heart

of readers. I now want to go back and read many of his stories

and novels again in the light of this new understanding

and am looking forward to delving back into these.

Jake Hope - children’s book consultant and critic, CILIP

Carnegie & Kate Greenaway Medals Working Party



Paul Jennings’ memoir is as elegantly, sparely written as his

short fiction. I welled up but also laughed; to have such a deft,

intuitive sense of language is rare. A master

class for aspiring young writers.

Alison Brumwell - chartered librarian and Youth

Libraries Group chair 2020 - 2022

Reading the Jennings’ memoir is being gifted the rare opportunity 

of a bird’s eye view at the life of one of Australia’s most beloved 

writers. It allows us to deeply journey inside the making of a man, 

a writer, a husband, a father and grandfather, a beloved public 

figure. It is achingly honest and reading ‘Untwisted: the story

of my life’ feels like a personal invitation into the

astonishing head of Jennings.

 Louise Park - author of 7 Steps to Get Your Child Reading

 

‘Poignant, courageous and sometimes funny, this is the story 

of a kind, gentle and deeply thoughtful man who is also one of 

Australia’s best-loved children’s authors. I read it in one sitting;

it was just wonderful. Having read Paul’s kids’ books,  

I was surprised. He’s a beautiful writer for adults as well!  

And I got such a sense of Paul in his writing. It was like  

he was in this room talking to me about his life.’

 Children’s Books Daily, www.children’sbooksdaily.com
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To all the dear people who have helped me  

along the way but have not been mentioned in this book. 
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COCON U T-SH Y

The little boy takes the rock-hard wooden ball and pulls 
his arm back until his hand is tucked neatly under his 
chin. The coconuts seem far away. He pushes the ball 
forward and releases his grip. It falls to his feet.

At first his brain is frozen with shock. He missed. The 
visions begin to flood in. His stomach churns with fear, 
guilt and despair. Tears tremble in his eyes. His knees 
begin to shake. Terror takes hold of him. He stands alone 
in a dangerous world. There is no one to help. 

Or is there?
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I’ve had many letters from youngsters over the years, but 
perhaps the nicest of them, written by an eleven-year-old 
boy, simply said: Dear Paul Jennings, how come you know 
what it is like to be me?

I don’t know what it is like to be him, but I am aware 
that the worries and fears of my childhood were no 
different to those experienced by subsequent generations. 
We didn’t have iPads and computers but we did have first 
days at school, and loneliness and longings and rejections 
and jealousies. If you can recall these feelings in yourself it 
will be easier to touch others. 

I have often said that the boy in the story is always me. 
Some of the adults in my stories are me, too. 

I’m sure that not everyone likes my writing style. Some 
aren’t attracted to contemporary fantasy; others are not 
fond of humour. Also, as with adult writing, a distinction 
is often made between ‘popular’ and ‘literary’ fiction, two 
categories that are not easily defined and to my mind are 
somewhat pejorative.

I believe that deep emotions can be explored with 
humour. I try very hard to insert an emotional tug into my 
tales. I’ve had letters from adults and children who have 
cried over them. 

The other day I walked past a school and saw a little boy 
shuffling around staring at the ground and kicking stones. 
He was all alone while the other kids were having fun. My 
heart went out to him and I told my companion what I was 
feeling. She said, ‘He’s probably rehearsing his acceptance 
speech for an award for excellent performance as school 
captain.’

She was joking, but I intuitively knew that her 
observation was wrong. I knew he had no one to play with 
and was trying to look like he didn’t care by kicking stones. 
If I put him in a story, I can handle his sadness but also 
make ridiculous, funny and amazing things happen to him 
and finish with a happy ending.

I still think about a little incident that happened in 
England when I was six years old, which involved both 
empathy and guilt.

After school the ice-cream van would be standing next 
to the front gate, playing tinkling music. How I longed for 
one of the icy treats. I had no money – neither did most of 
my friends. There were two boys who would walk home 
with me every day. I can’t remember their names, but I liked 
them. We would stand with tongues hanging out, watching 
the lucky rich kids go off licking their purchases. 

One day, the unimaginable happened. My mother gave 
me money to buy some ice creams on the way home. ‘You 
can buy a friend one, too,’ she said. As I walked to school,  
I did my sums on the three coins that I was clutching – two 
threepenny pieces and one penny left over. With a sinking 
heart, I realised that there was only enough money for two 
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ice creams. I worried about it all day – I agonised over 
it. One of my friends was going to miss out and I had to 
choose which one it was going to be. Of course, I could 
go without myself, but that would be unthinkable. But so 
was the thought of making one boy watch as the other two 
sucked and slurped their way home. 

Pennies were large copper coins of little value. The ice-
cream man had nothing to sell for such a small amount.  
A two-shilling piece was about the same size as a penny 
but was made of silver and could buy many ice creams. 
Suddenly I saw a way out of my dilemma. I wrapped the 
single penny in silver paper and gave it to one of my friends. 

‘The ice-cream man won’t know it’s not two shillings,’  
I said. ‘And you’ll get change, too.’

The other boy and I, having spent our three penny coins, 
stood back watching our friend as he approached the front 
of the small queue. Nervously he handed over the forgery. 
The vendor took it, stared in disbelief at the silver-wrapped 
penny and threw it down inside the van. Then he charged 
out and chased my friend down the road, finally giving up 
in disgust.

I walked home guiltily. I told myself that I had done my 
best for the boy who had been chased. But my feelings had 
not extended far enough to deprive myself of an ice cream. 

One of my early memories is about strong feelings for 
someone else – my mother, Phyllis. This event was one of 
total bewilderment and anxiety. 

I’ve chosen to tell the incident in the present tense and 

third person. And I’ve called the main character ‘the boy’ 
rather than Paul. It somehow seems right for this piece. Or 
maybe I’m protecting myself from feelings that are still raw. 
I was five years old when this happened.

The boy’s mother walks slowly across their snow-covered 
backyard, wearily pulling her son behind her on his new 
home-made toboggan. They pass a glistening mound, which 
in another story could be the top of an ice fairy’s hideaway. 
But in fact, it is no more than their now-unneeded bomb 
shelter. 

The boy is not enjoying his Christmas present – a 
toboggan made by his father out of wood and scrap metal. 
He feels guilty. The way his mother trudges forward 
reminds him of the poor old horses that drag the barges 
along a nearby canal. The horses are beasts of burden. And 
although he has not heard the word, he knows that he 
himself is a burden. He should be pulling his mother along 
on the toboggan. She must be so tired. She gives not a smile 
nor the smallest sign that she is enjoying her task.

He does not know that her brother has just killed himself. 
He doesn’t even know that she had a brother.

Nor does he know that for the rest of her life he will feel 
the need to make her happy. That her sorrow will always 
be his. That to make her laugh will give him much pleasure. 
And that her sighs will cause him such pain. 

She trudges on, out of the backyard and past a small 
row of shops with their empty shelves. Although the war 
is over, rationing is still in place in Heston, England. Every 
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day long lines form in front of the grocer’s, butcher’s and 
baker’s. Sweets and stockings are in short supply. Money is 
hard to get and houses even harder. 

But there are still some pleasures in life. The snow melts 
and soon it is summer. And the boy has heard that there is 
a carnival in the park. 

His mother ties a shilling in the corner of a handkerchief.
‘This is for the barber,’ she says. ‘Ask for short back 

and sides. Don’t forget to say please. And there will be 
threepence change. That is not for you. That is for me and 
Dad. That is our money. Do not spend the change.’

‘Or else,’ adds his father in a low voice. ‘And come 
straight home.’

The little boy takes the shortest way to the barber’s as 
he has been told. The man clips and snips without speaking. 
When he is done, he takes the boy’s handkerchief, unties 
the shilling and replaces it with a smaller coin. He grins as 
he opens the door and hears laughter and merry-go-round 
music. The barber winks at the boy.

‘I’ll bet that threepence doesn’t last long,’ he says.
‘It’s not mine,’ says the boy.
‘Too bad,’ says the barber. ‘But at least you can take a 

look.’
The boy accepts his words. 
‘At least I can look,’ he says to himself.
And what a sight it is. There is an enclosure with small 

petrol-driven cars. Lucky children are actually steering them. 
There is a row of wooden clown heads with open mouths 
into which you can drop table-tennis balls. There is fairy 

floss. And a helter-skelter – a big pole with a slide wrapped 
around it. It looks like a lighthouse. There is a merry-go-
round with prancing horses. Lucky children are rising and 
falling with the organ music as they clutch the reins.

And there is a coconut-shy. 
A man wearing an apron stands in front of seven 

coconuts. Each one sits on top of a small post. Behind the 
man are prizes. 

The man suddenly thrusts a small, hard ball into the 
boy’s hand. ‘Have a go,’ he says. ‘Threepence a shot. You 
can’t miss.’

The boy’s imagination clicks into gear. He immediately 
starts to picture the possible scenarios. If he throws the 
ball and misses, he will have to arrive home minus the 
threepence. There will be outrage. There will be angry 
voices raised. There will be no tea. He will be sent to his 
bedroom in disgrace. 

He shivers as he contemplates his mother’s silent looks. 
They can chill his bones as if he were buried naked in the 
snow.

The boy hands over his handkerchief and closes his small 
fingers around the ball. He looks at the coconut and then 
at the prizes packed on the shelves. Stuffed toys – bears 
and rabbits mostly. Jars of boiled sweets – liquorice blocks, 
bullseyes, jelly babies, sherbet bombs and more. And right 
up the top, pinned to the wall, a pound note.

He can’t miss, though. That’s what the man said. Grown-
ups don’t lie. The man leads him to a white line marked on 
the grass. He is committed. A rash decision. 
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He thrusts the hard wooden ball out from under his chin 
and it drops to the ground not far from his feet. Silent tears 
run down his face. All is lost. The world seems to freeze. 
His mother and father will be united in their wrath.

A small group has gathered behind him. ‘Robbery,’ 
shouts a bald-headed man who has been watching the scene. 

‘The poor little kid.’ He glares at the stall attendant and rolls 
up his sleeves. ‘Give him another go.’

‘Yeah,’ says a nearby woman. She points an accusing 
finger. ‘Fleecing a child.’ 

The attendant quickly gives the boy another ball. 
‘Not there,’ says the bald man. He gently takes the boy’s 

free hand and leads him over the white line towards the 
coconuts. 

‘Throw from here,’ he says, and then adds, ‘You can’t 
miss.’

This time it is true. The boy is so close that he could push 
the coconuts over with a finger if he wanted to. He thrusts 
the ball at a coconut, which totters and then tumbles from 
its post. A cheer goes up from behind him. The attendant, 
seeing the mood of the onlookers, reaches for a stuffed pink 
rabbit.

‘No, not that,’ says the bald man. He reaches up to the 
top shelf. He takes down a little box and gives it to the boy.

‘Here,’ he says. ‘This is your prize.’
The crowd murmurs approval and then dissipates. The 

boy is left looking at the small packet. His heart drops. 
That’s no good. His mother won’t want that. He has 
disobeyed. He is done for. Only threepence will save him 

from a terrible fate. If only he could wind back time. He ties 
his prize up in his handkerchief and slowly walks towards 
home.

He walks close by the edge of Heston Aerodrome. His 
home is just across the road from the fence and he has heard 
many stories from his parents about how dangerous it was 
to live there during the war. How his parents would shovel 
incendiary bombs out of the window when the Blitz was on. 
How they would hide in the bomb shelter in the backyard. 
They even tell him about a captured enemy plane that 
crashed onto their roof and destroyed Granny’s bedroom.

His father has told the stories so many times that the 
boy has lost interest in them. But he has not lost interest 
in the American soldiers and airmen who still work inside 
the aerodrome. Sometimes they drive through the gates in 
trucks that are huge and noisy and have slab-like radiators. 
The local kids hang around in groups waiting for them. 
These children are older than the boy by several years. They 
are here again today, swarming like bees. 

And beyond them, growling down the road, is a Chevy 
Blitz wagon. 

‘Chewing gum, chewing gum,’ shouts the mob.
American chewing gum is not like the sugar-coated 

English pellets. American chewing gum is wrapped in silver 
paper and is a delicious, flat strip of heaven. Not that the 
boy has ever tasted it. But the reports are good. It is said 
that one strip can retain flavour for at least a day of chewing. 
Even more. 

The boy stands at the back and watches silently. A khaki 
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arm stretches out of the left window of the truck and tosses 
something. A silver flash briefly glints in the air and is gone. 
The crowd implodes into a screaming heap of children 
scrabbling and fighting on their knees for the prize. They 
kick and pull and swear. Suddenly silence falls. They stand 
and look around. Who has it? What criminal has found the 
gum? They stare at each other accusingly, looking for any 
signs of chewing or sucking.

The boy opens his mouth wide to show that it is empty, 
just in case someone thinks he has it.

A cry goes up. ‘There. Up there.’
One of the older boys is climbing a tall tree. He is 

moving fast. Finally, he reaches the last substantial limb. 
He can go no further. He slings a leg over the branch and 
begins to chew in a provocative manner, mocking the mob 
below. They howl and roar and jump up at the branches like 
dogs baying at a treed squirrel. But no one tries to follow.

The boy walks away from the scene slowly. He is glad 
that he did not catch that chewing gum when it was thrown 
out by the Yankee airman. He knows without a doubt 
that his jaws would have been prised open and the gum 
unceremoniously extracted. 

He heads for home. He is totally aware that when he 
arrives there will be no forgiveness for spending the 
threepence. But it’s better than the rule of the mob. 

Just.
His mother takes the handkerchief from his tightly 

clenched fingers and sees that something is wrapped inside. 
Something that is not threepence. She raises an eyebrow 

but says nothing. She slowly unwraps the handkerchief and 
holds out the packet on the palm of her hand.

‘I won it on the coconut-shy,’ the boy exclaims. He 
stutters the words, holding back tears. ‘The man said I 
couldn’t miss. Threepence a go.’

A silence. It lasts for a split second but to the boy it seems 
like it will never end. His father erupts.

‘Smokes. A packet of fags.’
He snatches them from his wife’s outstretched hand.
‘Player’s Navy Cut. My favourite. Good boy. Well done. 

You can’t get them anywhere.’
His mother stares at her son with narrowed eyes but she 

says nothing. She also glares at her husband.
The boy can’t believe it. He has been saved. He walks 

up the narrow stairs to the safety of his bedroom. Saved 
but not happy. It isn’t right. If you do something bad and 
it turns out well, you shouldn’t get away with it. He knows 
that had the prize been a stuffed pink rabbit he would have 
been punished. You never know what the rules are. Parents 
should say what they mean. And do what they say. 

He enters his bedroom and picks up his beloved Rupert 
Bear book. Then he closes the door to keep out the world. 

It is dangerous out there. 

Even on my first day at school some eighteen months earlier, 
my strong feelings about adult ‘injustice’ had been evident.

The teacher gave all the new children a slate and a piece of 
chalk and told us to draw a circle. She then walked around 
inspecting the results.
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to tremble. I threw the ball … and missed. I laughed because 
this time there was no one to punish me for spending the 
change. But feelings of apprehension began to grow, and  
I quickly hurried away with Allan following. 

The history museum also had a replica of a traditional 
school from bygone years. About twenty tourists, including 
Allan and me, were led into the schoolroom and told to sit 
down at the desks and play the roles of students from the 
past. We were given a slate each and a piece of chalk. Before 
writing anything, we were told to line up for fingernail 
inspection. My whole body began to shake.

‘I can’t do it,’ I said to Allan.
‘Me neither,’ he replied.
We fled from the classroom.
Outside, we shook our heads. We were both children’s 

authors. Grown men. We had become infants again. I believe 
that you can’t write for kids unless you are sometimes 
seized in this awful, beautiful way. I was a full-grown man, 
totally distressed by this playful schoolroom re-enactment. 
These feelings, while upsetting, are a goldmine for children’s 
authors.

Love is probably one of our strongest emotions and I 
have not shied away from this in my books. Most children 
love their parents and their siblings and their friends and 
they understand what it is. In the next chapter I will talk 
about someone in England I had a special love for.

‘That is not a circle,’ she said to me. ‘A circle is round. 
You have drawn an oval.’

I didn’t know what she was talking about. I just knew 
that she was annoyed.

Next, we were lined up and told to hold out our hands 
for fingernail inspection. I passed the examination but one 
small boy received a whack on the back of his hands with 
a ruler. 

‘Filthy,’ was all the teacher said. 
Later, at playtime, I found myself in a yard full of yelling, 

laughing, playful children. I knew no one. I remember 
thinking, ‘I don’t like this.’

So, I walked out of the gate and went home. My mother 
said nothing, but it wasn’t long before the teacher arrived 
and I was unceremoniously taken back to school. I was 
made to stand on the platform and say, ‘I’m sorry for 
running away, boys and girls.’

Inside my head I was furious. I wasn’t sorry. Not one bit. 
She was forcing me to tell a lie. 

Forty years later, popular English author Allan Ahlberg 
took me to visit the Black Country Living Museum in 
Birmingham. It was the re-creation of an industrial town 
from the previous century. There were many exhibits –  
a blacksmith’s barn, a sweet stall, a butcher’s shop and a 
small carnival with … a coconut-shy. 

A man was shouting at passers-by trying to get some 
action going.

He placed a small wooden ball in my hand and I started 
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