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The Gremlins By Roald Dahl

The Curious Case of The Gremlins By
Roald Dahl

Long  before  Roald  Dahl  became  the  world-famous  author  of
Charlie  and  the  Chocolate  Factory  and  Matilda,  he  was  a  fighter
pilot for the Royal Air Force. It was during his service in World War
II  that  he encountered a peculiar  piece of  folklore that  would
become  the  subject  of  his  very  first  children's  book.  The
Gremlins By Roald Dahl  is more than just a charming story
about mischievous creatures; it is a fascinating historical artifact
that reveals the origins of a modern myth and the early genius of
one  of  the  20th  century's  greatest  storytellers.  While  many
readers associate Dahl with towering peaches and giant friendly
giants,  this  lesser-known  work  lays  the  foundation  for  his
signature blend of whimsy, danger, and dark humour.

This book, published in 1943, tells the story of Gus, a young RAF
pilot whose aircraft is sabotaged by a band of tiny, furry creatures
known as gremlins. These are not the cuddly, innocent Mogwai of
the 1980s film franchise. Dahl's gremlins are tricksters, born from
the frustrations and superstitions of wartime aviators. They are
the  physical  embodiment  of  every  unexplained  mechanical
failure, every faulty instrument, and every annoying setback that

plagued pilots in the air. Understanding The Gremlins By Roald
Dahl requires a journey back to wartime England, a look at the
folklore of the skies,  and an appreciation for how a near-fatal
crash led to a remarkable literary career.

The Roots of a Myth: From RAF Slang to
Storybook Stars

The term "gremlin"  did  not  originate  with  Roald  Dahl.  It  was
already in use among RAF pilots in the 1920s and 1930s. It was a
slang term used to describe mysterious, often malicious creatures
that were blamed for aircraft malfunctions. If a plane developed
an oil leak or an engine sputtered for no apparent reason, a pilot
might curse the gremlins. This shared superstition helped airmen
cope with the immense stress and technical complexities of flying
dangerous machines.

When Dahl joined the RAF in 1939, he quickly became familiar
with this folklore. His own experience of surviving a crash landing
in the Libyan desert in 1940 gave him a profound understanding
of  the  fragility  of  flight.  After  his  recovery,  he  was  posted  to
Washington D.C. as an assistant air attaché. It was there that he
was encouraged to write about his experiences. Dahl took the
existing myth of the gremlin and decided to flesh it out, giving the



creatures a social structure, a motivation, and a backstory. The
Gremlins  By  Roald  Dahl  was  initially  conceived  as  a  film
treatment for Walt Disney. Disney was intrigued by the concept
and  planned  to  produce  an  animated  feature.  However,  the
project was eventually shelved, and the story was published as a
book  instead.  This  unique  genesis  explains  the  book's  highly
visual, almost cinematic quality.

A Detailed Look at the Plot of The Gremlins

The  narrative  of  The  Gremlins  By  Roald  Dahl  follows  a
straightforward  yet  compelling  arc.  The  protagonist  is  Gus,  a
young pilot  stationed with  the  RAF.  Gus  is  an  excellent  flier,  but
he  becomes  the  target  of  a  persistent  gremlin  named  Fifinella,
who  delights  in  causing  mechanical  chaos.  During  a  critical
mission,  Fifinella  and  her  fellow  gremlins  sabotage  Gus's
Hurricane  fighter,  causing  him  to  crash-land  in  the  English
countryside.

Gus  survives,  but  he  is  determined  to  confront  his  tiny
tormentors.  He  eventually  discovers  the  gremlins'  hidden
workshop in a forest, where they are busy manufacturing tools
designed to damage aircraft. Instead of declaring war on them,
Gus has a stroke of genius. He realizes that the gremlins are not
truly  evil;  they  are  simply  disgruntled  creatures  whose  forest
home had been destroyed to build the airfield. Their pranks are a
form of revenge.

Gus proposes a truce. He offers to teach the gremlins to read and
write and to help them find gainful employment within the RAF. In
return,  the  gremlins  would  stop  sabotaging planes  and would

instead  use  their  mechanical  skills  to  help  the  war  effort.  This
clever  resolution  is  pure  Dahl:  a  conflict  resolved  not  through
violence,  but  through  communication,  understanding,  and  a
practical deal. The story ends with the gremlins becoming a vital
part of  the RAF's ground crew, and a special  unit  of  "female"
gremlins,  called  Fifinellas,  is  established  to  help  maintain  the
aircraft.

This  plot  is  significantly  more  sophisticated  than  a  simple
"monster story." It addresses themes of displacement, revenge,
and reconciliation. The gremlins are not villains in the traditional
sense; they are victims of circumstance. This moral ambiguity is a
hallmark of Dahl's later work, where characters are rarely purely
good or purely evil.

Key Characters and Their Symbolism

The Gremlins By Roald Dahl introduces several distinct types
of creatures that have since become part of aviation lore.

Gus: The young pilot is a stand-in for the everyman hero.
He is brave, resourceful, and empathetic. His decision to
negotiate with the gremlins rather than fight them reflects
an idealistic view of problem-solving. Gus represents the
reasonable, forward-thinking officer who understands that
cooperation is more powerful than combat.
Fifinella: The most famous of the gremlins. Fifinella is the
leader of the female gremlins. She is clever, determined,
and the primary cause of Gus's crash. Dahl gave her a
distinctive appearance: she often wears a flying helmet and
goggles. Interestingly, the name Fifinella was later used for
the Women's Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF) during the war, and
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the character became a mascot for female pilots in the
United States.
The Widgets and Flibbertigibbets: Dahl expanded the
gremlin universe by creating hierarchies. The Widgets are
the junior, male gremlins who do the heavy lifting, while the
Flibbertigibbets are the gossips and messengers. This social
structure made the world feel real and lived-in, adding
depth to what could have been a one-dimensional myth.

The characters serve a symbolic function. The gremlins embody
the unpredictable chaos of war and technology. By taming them,
Dahl  suggests  that  even  the  most  frustrating  and  dangerous
obstacles can be overcome with intelligence and goodwill. This
optimistic  message  was  particularly  resonant  for  a  wartime
audience.

Themes Woven into the Fabric of the Story

Beneath  its  playful  exterior,  The  Gremlins  By  Roald  Dahl
explores several deep themes that have captivated readers for
decades.

Man vs. Machine: The central conflict is not a person1.
fighting another person, but a person struggling against the
mechanical nature of his environment. The gremlins
represent the "machine in the ghost," the unpredictable
flaw in an otherwise reliable system. This theme of
humanity versus technology is a recurring motif in Dahl's
work, from the Great Glass Elevator to the peaches grown
with unnatural speed.
The Consequences of War: It is impossible to separate2.
this book from its historical context. The story

acknowledges the destruction of war. The gremlins' home
was destroyed to build the airfield, a direct consequence of
military expansion. Dahl does not shy away from this fact,
but he offers a resolution based on rebuilding and
compromise. This is a gentle lesson about the collateral
damage of conflict.
Cooperation and Empathy: Gus succeeds not by being3.
stronger or faster than the gremlins, but by understanding
their perspective. He listens to their grievances and offers a
solution that benefits everyone. This is a powerful message
for children: that enemies can become allies if we take the
time to understand their point of view.
The Power of folklore: Dahl took a niche piece of military4.
slang and elevated it into a full-fledged mythology. He
understood the power of storytelling to create shared
meaning. By giving the gremlins names, personalities, and a
history, he made them real for a generation of readers. This
act of myth-making is a testament to his creative vision.

Publication History and Initial Reception

When The Gremlins By Roald Dahl was published in 1943 by
Random House, it was a landmark event for several reasons. It
was Dahl's first book. It  was also a unique collaboration between
the author and Walt Disney. The illustrations in the original edition
were produced by the Walt Disney Studios, lending the book a
polished,  professional  look  that  was  rare  for  a  wartime
publication. First editions of this book are highly sought after by
collectors today, often fetching high prices at auction.

The book was dedicated to "The real gremlins of the Royal Air



Force," a charming nod to the pilots who had inspired the original
myth. The reception was generally positive, though the book did
not achieve instant bestseller status. It was seen as a novelty, a
light-hearted diversion from the grim realities of the war. Critics
praised the illustrations and the cleverness of the concept, though
some felt the story was a bit simplistic. However, it established
Dahl as a writer to watch. It also caught the attention of Eleanor
Roosevelt, who read the book to her grandchildren and praised it
publicly.

The Disney film adaptation never materialized due to a variety of
factors, including the high cost of animation during the war and
the difficulty in creating a coherent screenplay from the relatively
short  book.  However,  the concept  of  the gremlin  was now firmly
planted in popular culture, waiting to be rediscovered by later
generations.

The Lasting Legacy and Influence of The Gremlins

The  influence  of  The  Gremlins  By  Roald  Dahl  extends  far
beyond the book itself. It is the foundational text for a modern
mythological creature. Every time a mechanic jokingly blames a
"gremlin" for an electrical fault, they are unknowingly referencing
a tradition that Dahl helped to codify.

In 2006, a new edition of the book was published by Dark Horse
Books, reintroducing the story to a new generation. This edition
included  the  original  Disney  illustrations  and  new  material,
sparking a renewed interest in Dahl's earliest work. The book has
been translated into multiple languages and is now recognized as
a key piece of Dahl's bibliography. Scholars often study it as an

example of  wartime propaganda,  children's  literature,  and the
intersection of folklore and popular media.

Furthermore, the book demonstrates Dahl's early mastery of tone.
He could write about dangerous situations (a plane crash, a war)
in a way that was accessible and non-traumatic for young readers.
This skill would serve him well in his later novels, where children
often face terrifying adults and perilous adventures. The gremlins
are  also  a  prototype for  the  many mischievous,  rule-breaking
creatures that populate his stories, from the Oompa-Loompas to
the BFG.

Conclusion: A Humble Beginning for a Giant of
Literature

The Gremlins By Roald Dahl remains a unique and important
work. It is the book that started it all for one of the world's most
beloved  authors.  It  offers  a  window  into  the  mind  of  a  young
writer  finding  his  voice,  experimenting  with  tone,  and  learning
how to craft a story that is both entertaining and meaningful. The
book is a testament to the resilience of the human spirit, using
fantasy to make sense of the all-too-real horrors of war. It proves
that even the smallest creatures can cause the biggest problems,
and that the best solutions are born from understanding rather
than  conflict.  For  fans  of  Roald  Dahl,  this  book  is  an  essential
piece of the puzzle. For newcomers, it is a delightful, historically
rich story that continues to charm readers more than eighty years
after  it  was  first  told.  It  reminds  us  that  sometimes,  the  best
stories come from the most unexpected places—even from the
gremlins in the machine.


