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Two centuries after the 
heady days of Elizabethan 
drama, Thomas and 
Henrietta Bowdler produced 
The Family Shakspeare. 

In it they infamously 
“bowdlerized” the Bard. 

History has accelerated. Roald 
Dahl, the beloved author of 
arch children’s books (and 
more adult fare, too), had 
been dead only 33 years when 
it came out that his publisher 
is sanitizing his books. 

For the children.

For wokeness.

It’s not nice, you know, to call someone fat. Or to 
suggest that witches wore wigs because they were bald. 

So snip-snip and a trip to the thesaurus later, and British 
kids can now read the word “enormous” instead of “fat.” 
And learn, via addition (something the Bowdlers didn’t 
dare: they only made careful cuts), that “there are plenty 
of other reasons why women might wear wigs and there 
is certainly nothing wrong with that.”

Salman Rushdie called this “absurd censorship” and 
said that the culprits, Puffin Books and the Roald Dahl 
estate, “should be ashamed.”

The backlash has been huge, but the umbrella 
publishing house, Penguin, insists the unexpurgated 
Dahl will still be available, in a “Roald Dahl 
Classic Collection.”

Shades of New Coke versus Classic Coke!

In America, Penguin won’t even try to publish its 
sanitized editions.

There are several footnotes to the story. 

One: a four-decades old conversation “has come to 
light, revealing that [Dahl] was so appalled by the idea 
that publishers might one day censor his work that he 
threatened to send the crocodile ‘to gobble them up.’” 

Two: Ian Fleming’s James Bond is getting a 
similar treatment.

I’m reminded of the all-too-hungry crocs in Live and 
Let Die.

And where Dahl’s gobble-uppers should be when 
publishers place their toes in censorious waters.
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