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Eyes on the Prize
There are serious book collectors all over the world, but did you know it’s a competitive sport? 
When a new book-collecting prize was awarded to a young American bibliophile with a love of 
vintage romance novels, NSW author Laura Greaves was fascinated. She spoke to the award’s 
SFDJQJFOUŝBOE�UP�UISFF�"VTUSBMJBO�DPMMFDUPST�PG�SPNBODF�OPWFMTŝUP�ƋOE�PVU�XIBU�NBLFT�B�
SPNBODF�ƋDUJPO�MJCSBSZ�UIBUşT�XPSUIZ�PG�QSFTFSWBUJPO�

Jessica Kahan

Jessica is a 29-year-old librarian 
GSPN�0IJP�JO�UIF�64��*O�4FQUFNCFS�
the Brooklyn bookstore, Honey & 
Wax, awarded Jessica its inaugural 
women’s book-collecting prize 
for her collection of 300 popular 
American romance novels from 
UIF�����T�BOE�Ş��T�	BMM�PG�XIJDI�
are in their gorgeous original 
dustjackets—swoon!). Jessica writes 
about romance and her collection 
at her blog, thegoodbadbook.
wordpress.com.

Hi, Jessica. Lots of romance 
writers and readers seem to have 
vivid memories of reading their 
grandmothers’ Mills & Boon 
novels or similar. How and when 
did you ‘discover’ the romance 
genre?

My moment of discovery happened 
within the walls of a special 
collections library. During my 
undergraduate studies at Cornell 
6OJWFSTJUZ�*�UPPL�B�History of the 
Book class where I wrote a paper 
on 20th century romance novels.  
Researching that paper included 

hands-on experience with materials 
from the Kroch rare book and 
manuscript library, which was my 
ƋSTU�FYQFSJFODF�XJUI�+B[[�"HF�BOE�
Depression Era romance novels. I 
was instantly drawn to them.

%P�ZPV�SFNFNCFS�UIF�ƋSTU�
romance novel you ever read? 

5IF�ƋSTU�WJOUBHF�SPNBODF�OPWFM�*�
read cover to cover was also the 
ƋSTU�CPPL�JO�NZ�DPMMFDUJPO��The 
Good Bad Girl by Winifred Van 
Duzer. My favourite part about that 
book is that the protagonist’s name 
is Mimsi Marsh. Her friend’s name 
is Trixie True, also a fantastic name. 
[But] I remember disliking the 
patronising morality narrative.

What types of romantic stories 
most appeal to you?

5IF�SPNBODF�OPWFMT�PG�UIF�����T�
BOE�����T�QPSUSBZ�B�GBTDJOBUJOH�
snapshot of the lives of American 
women in that timeframe. These 
novels have historical interest in 
TQFDJƋD�QMBDFT�PS�FWFOUTŝTVDI�
BT�UIF������0MZNQJDTŝCVU�BMTP�B�
surprisingly fresh tone to situations 
that hold true to this day. For 
example, Blind Date by Vida Hurst 
XBT�QVCMJTIFE�JO������BOE�XIJMF�
Roddy Nelson uses a rotary phone 
to stand Cynthia up, the sting of the 
snub still translates to a modern 
reader. 

My favourite types of stories include 
a woman moving somewhere in 
search of a career, [plus] Hollywood 
novels, radio novels, novels with 
a rich suitor and a suitor of more 
modest means, and stories with 
outlandishly ridiculous plot 
premises such as the woman who 

EZFT�IFS�IBJS�CMPOEF�BOE�ƋOET�
excitement. 

When did you decide to start 
collecting romance novels 
seriously? And what prompted 
your focus on the 1920s and ‘30s?

*O������*�GPVOE�NZ�ƋSTU�����T�
romance novel in a dustjacket, and 
at that point, I realised that I could 
start collecting these books. Before 
that, I had thought romance novels 
in dustjackets were so rare as to be 
completely unobtainable.

5IF�����T�BOE�����T�XFSF�B�HPMEFO�
age for romance novels but can 
sometimes be overlooked due 
to their obscurity. They may be 
the grandmothers or even great-
grandmothers of today’s romance 
OPWFMT�CVU�UIFZ�BSF�TUJMM�GSFTI�ƋFSDF�
and occasionally funny. Vintage 
SPNBODF�OPWFMT�IBWF�B�TQFDJƋD�
style to their cover art that changed 
FWFSZ�GFX�ZFBST��%VSJOH�UIF�����T�
World War II impacted the tone and 
look of romance novels. They are 
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FWFO�NBEF�PVU�PG�B�EJƊFSFOU�MPXFS�
quality paper.

Romance authors tend to be 
used to people sneering at the 
genre. Have you ever experienced 
this as a reader? Do people ever 
look down their noses at your 
collection focus? 

It’s a mixed bag. Honey & Wax 
recently awarded me their inaugural 
#PPL�$PMMFDUJOH�1SJ[F�BOE�ƋWF�
years ago, I placed second in the 
National Collegiate Book Collecting 
Contest. With each contest I 
worried that my romance collection 
would somehow be viewed as 
less-than, and both times, I was 
wrong. The responses have been 
overwhelmingly positive in the past 
month. A good portion of the rare 
book community ‘gets it’ about 
romance novels.

Yes, it hurts to have my collection 
degraded and belittled, and that has 
sometimes happened. Booksellers 
less familiar with this subject area 
can be dismissive. While plenty of 
booksellers turn me away when I 
ask after romance novels, just as 
many are courteous and helpful. I 
don’t need the validation of that 
former group, and the latter earns 
my business. I try to respond to 
negative remarks usually with a 
smile or an “okay, thank you, have a 
nice day”.

You describe your collection as 
‘capturing women’s experiences’ 
throughout history. Why do you 
feel it’s important to do that, 
and why do you feel the romance 
novel is a good medium for doing 
so?

Modern romance novels can push 
the boundary of societal norms 
and relay subversive undertones 
PS�DBQUVSF�B�TJHOJƋDBOU�QBSU�
of contemporary life, and the 
romances novels of the Roaring 
Twenties did this too. These 
romances navigate issues of social 
status, working women, money, 
NBSSJBHF�JOƋEFMJUZ�BOE�NVDI�NPSF�
even as they were written fairly 
quickly for serial publication by 
QSPMJƋD�BVUIPST��

Do you have a favourite book or 
author in your collection? 

Tough question! I have several 
that I consider to be ‘top shelf’ 
collection highlights. However, I 
will say that I’m really into the book 
I’m currently reading, Substitute 
Sweetheart by Priscilla Wayne.

How do you store, preserve and 
display your collection?

Currently, I have two large 
bookcases in my living room. One 
bookcase has glass doors to keep 
UIF�DBU�PVU�CVU�IF�BMXBZT�ƋOET�B�
way in as soon as the doors are 
PQFOFE�OP�NBUUFS�IPX�CSJFƌZ��
One preservation trick I picked up 
is to line up the bookcases along 
interior walls if possible. Depending 
on the climate, exterior walls are 
TVCKFDU�UP�ƌVDUVBUJOH�PVUEPPS�
temperatures, which isn’t great for 
books.

)PX�EP�ZPV�ƋOE�OFX�CPPLT�GPS�
your collection? Do you like to 
buy online or in person? 

In theory I would prefer to buy in 
QFSTPO�CVU�JO�SFBMJUZ�*�ƋOE�NPTU�
of my books online. I search for 
BVUIPST�QVCMJTIFST�BOE�TQFDJƋD�
years. AbeBooks has a ‘wants’ 
feature that automatically emails 
NF�XIFO�B�OFX�CPPL�ƋUUJOH�B�
certain criteria (e.g. by Beatrice 
Burton) is listed. Yesterday’s Gallery 
and Babylon Revisited Rare Books 
is my to-go place for collectible 
romance novels and they post 
new catalogues online every few 
months. 

What’s the romance novel you 
still dream of owning?

It by Elinor Glyn—not to be 
confused with the Stephen King 
book of the same title.

Do you think you’ll keep 
collecting Jazz Age romance 
novels forever? Do you collect 
other literary genres as well?

The current plan for the collection 
is to keep adding to it, one book at a 
time. My secondary and somewhat 
related collection is career and 
DPMMFHJBUF�OPWFMT�GSPN�UIF�����T�
VOUJM�BCPVU�UIF�����T�XJUI�B�GFX�

midcentury exceptions. My mom 
and I share a small collection of 
librarian career novels and the 
highlight of that collection is Kitsy 
Babcock: Library Assistant by Joan 
Sargent. 

Finally, what’s your advice to 
novice collectors? 

Attend an antiquarian book fair or 
visit any local bookstores. Enjoy 
the journey of discovery but stick 
UP�B�EFƋOFE�TDPQF�JO�QVSDIBTJOH��
The internet is a great research tool 
BOE�DBO�MFBE�UP�ƋOEJOH�NBOZ�NPSF�
books. Also, when searching for 
books that may be unavailable for 
years at a time, patience helps, as 
does knowing when to act quickly.  
There are titles I’ve been searching 
GPS�PWFS�UIF�DPVSTF�PG�ƋWF�PS�NPSF�
years, so don’t get discouraged if 
certain rare books aren’t readily 
available.

Marianne Bankovic

This RWA member is the proud 
owner of all 32 of Georgette Heyer’s 
(mostly Regency) romances.

Hello, Marianne. Do you 
SFNFNCFS�UIF�ƋSTU�(FPSHFUUF�
Heyer novel you ever read? 

.Z�ƋSTU�(FPSHFUUF�)FZFS�OPWFM�XBT�
Friday’s Child. I loved the heroine! 
She was innocent and charming 
and drove the hero bonkers with 
her naiveté, all the while making 
the hero’s friends come to regard 
her in the highest esteem. It was a 
very breezy, sweet, charming read 
with great repartee between the 
protagonists.
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How did you become a full-blown 
Heyerphile? 

As I read and subsequently liked 
NPSF�*�XBOUFE�UP�LFFQ�ƋOEJOH�
more to read. I carried around a list 
of all her titles in my wallet and 
whenever I found myself at a book 
fair or secondhand book store I 
searched for her novels and always 
experienced a thrill when I found 
one. This thrill then skyrocketed 
when the title was one I had not yet 
collected and I got the pleasure of 
DSPTTJOH�JU�PƊ�NZ�MJTU��5P�UIJT�EBZ�
this has been my only collection of 
anything!

)PX�EJE�ZPV�ƋOE�OFX�CPPLT�GPS�
your collection? 

I’d frequent my local secondhand 
store, which had a good turnover, 
and often picked up one there. 
Otherwise, when travelling to visit 
friends, I’d stop in at towns along 
the way (I live in rural NSW) to see 
if they had secondhand bookstores I 
could search. I didn’t buy any online, 
only in person. And as I made my 
way through the list in my wallet, 
*şE�TUBSU�UP�TFBSDI�TQFDJƋDBMMZ�GPS�
the titles I had not yet discovered. 
5IPVHI�JU�XBT�TUJMM�B�UISJMM�UP�ƋOE�
any of hers, even if I already owned 
that title.

What advice would you give 
someone who’d like to start 

a focused book collection but 
doesn’t know where to begin?

&OKPZ�UIF�DIBTF��$FMFCSBUF�B�ƋOE�
and then take the time to enjoy 
ZPVS�ƋSTU�SFBE�PG�JU��

Annie Seaton

When she’s not penning a romance 
OPWFM�PG�IFS�PXO�ZPV�NJHIU�ƋOE�
Annie with her nose in one of Essie 
Summers’s books—she owns all 67 
of them! Summers, a New Zealand 
BVUIPS�TPME�NPSF�UIBO����NJMMJPO�
OPWFMT�JO�����DPVOUSJFT�CVU�TPNF�
proved a challenge to track down.

8IBU�XBT�UIF�ƋSTU�&TTJF�4VNNFST�
book that captured your heart?

It was Sweet Are the Ways. It 
reminded me so much of my 
favourite characters in my adored 

Anne of Green Gables books. I fell in 
love with Essie Summers’s stories 
and her writing voice. I also loved 
how she evoked landscape, and that 
is something that began my journey 
of writing settings that readers 
could see and feel a part of.

Did you make a conscious decision 
to collect all her books?

I’d always loved reading connected 
books, so naturally whenever I saw 
an Essie Summers book, I would 
pick it up. Because I loved them so 
much, I kept them all, and slowly 
my collection began.

)PX�EJE�ZPV�ƋOE�UIF�CPPLT�JO�
your collection?

That’s an interesting question 
because the majority of my Essie 
Summers books were sourced back 
in the ‘80s, well before the days of 
eBay and online shopping. Whenever 
we were travelling, I would scour the 
secondhand bookshops and the old 
book exchanges and my collection 
grew. I spent a month working in 
/FX�;FBMBOE�BCPVU����ZFBST�BHP�
and I visited all the places in her 
CPPLT�BOE�BMTP�NBOBHFE�UP�ƋOE�B�
couple of my missing ones while I 
was there. Of course I was delighted 
when online shopping arrived and I 
completed my collection online. I’d 
say that my collection took over 30 
years to complete.
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What’s your best book-collecting 
tip?

Learn how to search the internet. 
Being a librarian and an ex-IT 
teacher taught me to do internet 
searches that deliver. Also, if you 
want a collection to be complete, 
be prepared to pay for the rare ones 
in the collection.

Fiona Marsden
When it comes to collecting books, 
Fiona Marsden is something of a 
bowerbird—and she doesn’t just 
stick to romance. Her multiple 
collections include Georgette Heyer, 
Agatha Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers 
and vintage Mills & Boon novels.

Hey, Fiona. Was there a particular 
book or moment that got you 
hooked on romance?

My mother never read romance 
novels, so I never saw any until I 
XBT����BOE�USBWFMMJOH�UP�CPBSEJOH�
school. I was heavily into science-
ƋDUJPO�GBOUBTZ�BOE�UIF�DMPTFTU�
thing I’d read to romance was Anne 
.D$BƊSFZşT�Pern series, which had a 
romance in each book. The train trip 
from our small Outback town to 
Brisbane took close to 24 hours, so 
reading was a major way of passing 
time on the trip. One of the other 
girls on the train loaned me a Mills 
& Boon and I was hooked. Before 
long I was a three-a-day reader.

8IBU�XBT�UIF�ƋSTU�SPNBODF�OPWFM�
you ever read? 

Crown of Willow by Elizabeth Ashton 
was the fatal novel. It was about a 
young woman who falls in love with 
a French aristocrat who desperately 
wanted to take back his chateau. 
He could only do this by marrying 
the very willing wealthy heiress who 
owned it—who was not the heroine. I 
loved the tension, the exotic setting, 
and the happy ever after.

Which of your collections came 
ƋSTU�BOE�XIZ�EJE�ZPV�EFDJEF�PO�UIF�
various authors and vintage M&B?

I had a large collection of Mills & 
Boon by the time I married, but I got 
rid of them—a foolish thing to do 
because I am a chronic re-reader. I 

started collecting Georgette Heyer 
novels in the ‘80s; I’d discovered 
her in the school library once I was 
open to romance. Then I collected 
Agatha Christie and other golden-
age mystery writers. Finally I found 
myself wanting to reread Mills 
& Boon romances I remembered 
enjoying. That was the beginning.

8IBU�XBT�UIF�ƋSTU�CPPL�UIBU�ZPV�
were really determined to add to 
your collection?

5IF�ƋSTU�CPPL�*�XFOU�TFBSDIJOH�GPS�
was by Elizabeth Hunter, called 
The Beads of Nemesis, a marriage-
of-convenience story that I still 
love and reread regularly. I moved 
on to Anne Hampson and Violet 
Winspear, who I also remembered 
SFBEJOH��"U�ƋSTU�*�GPDVTFE�PO�
authors I’d read in the ‘70s, but I’ve 
discovered other authors like Joyce 
Dingwell and Essie Summers that I 
didn’t read back in the day because I 
didn’t think Australia/New Zealand 
settings were interesting then.

How do you store and/or display 
your collection?

*�IBWF�BT�NBOZ�CPPLT�BT�*�DBO�ƋU�
PO�CPPLTIFMWFT�JO�NZ�PƍDF�XIJDI�
used to be the children’s playroom. 
This is so I have easy access for 
impulse reading. The rest are 
stored in plastic boxes in a shipping 
container—also easy to access.

What’s your strategy for 
expanding your collection?

I buy most of my collection from 
eBay, AbeBooks and Amazon. I 
do scour secondhand bookshops, 
dump shops and charity stores 
when I can. The Lifeline Bookfest is 
my idea of heaven.

Is there one romance novel or 
series you still dream of owning?

I am still looking for a handful of 
books by Mary Burchell, an author 
who wrote for Mills & Boon from 
the late ‘30s.

Any top tips for newbie book-
collectors?

First of all, decide what you want. I 
want ALL THE BOOKS and I want to 
read all the books, particularly pre-

�����.JMMT���#PPOT��*şN�QSFQBSFE�
UP�BDDFQU�IBSE�UP�ƋOE�CPPLT�
in poor but readable condition; 
PUIFS�QFPQMF�XBOU�ƋSTU�FEJUJPOT�
BOE�CPPLT�JO�ƋOF�DPOEJUJPO��4PNF�
people have a favourite author 
and want a complete collection of 
that author’s works. Others might 
have a theme: country, billionaires, 
Presents, sweet, historical. 

There are far too many Mills & Boons 
to collect them all unless you have 
somewhere to keep them. So decide 
what you want, what condition you 
want them in, and consider how you 
are going to look after them. Books 
are a perishable commodity. They 
fade in the sun, are eaten by bugs 
[and the] glue dries in excessive heat. 
But even dog-eared and yellowed 
by time, they contain within them 
JOƋOJUF�XPSMET�BOE�QPTTJCJMJUJFT�

Interviewer Laura Greaves is the 
BVUIPS�PG�ƋWF�CPPLT�JODMVEJOH�
three romance novels. Her 
latest, Two Weeks ‘til Christmas 
(Penguin), is out now.  
www.lauragreaves.com.


