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Sam Silverthorne: Quest
Gary Crew

I should tell you, Dear Reader, I would never have run away, nor joined the crew of the Rattlesnake, 
nor gutted a hammerhead shark, nor eaten the brains of a cuscus, nor been captured by head-
hunters … had it not been for the cold-blooded cruelty of my Aunt Bertha.

In the spring of 1891, Sam Silverthorne is thirteen years old. Left behind in the care of his heartless 
Aunt Bertha as his father, Sir Arthur Silverthorne (Exotic Specimens Collector for the Natural 
History Museum and Ornithologist to Her Majesty Queen Victoria), sets out an expedition to find 
the infamous silver bird of paradise. But when Sir Arthur fails to return, Sam embarks on a journey 
to the Malay Archipelago to find him. On the way Sam finds his courage tested to the extreme by 
the people he meets, from wily oriental salesmen to blood-thirsty cannibals. Drawn deeper into a 
dangerous and unpredictable quest, Sam’s determination to find his father will see him risk his life 
to find the answer he seeks.

How I came to write Sam Silverthorne: Quest

In 1956 (at the tender age of 9) I was at home recovering from tonsillitis. My mother sat by my 
bed and read RM Ballantyne’s classic Nineteenth Century Boys’ Own Adventure novel, The Coral 
Island. I loved its lurid episodes of shipwrecks in the tropics, its tales of cannibals and death-
defying adventure on the high seas. Later I went on to read similar true stories written by the 
Australian author, Ion Idriess in novels such as The Drums of Mer.

Fifty years later, I have still not forgotten those red-blooded adventures. I think that books today—
especially many contemporary books for boys—have become obsessed with silliness—particularly 
with bums and flatulence. Such topics are often demeaning to their intended readership and even 
prurient. I wrote Sam Silverthorne: Quest in an attempt to put a book on the market that dealt with 
rip-roaring adventure as it was once written—and one that modern girls who yearn for adventure 
could read and love too.

The research behind the book

Sam Silverthorne: Quest is highly researched. Not only did I spend years reading nineteenth 
century Boy’s Own novels, I researched widely into the lives of nineteenth century naturalists such 
as Alfred Russel Wallace and his collecting trips into the tropics in search of the fabulous bird of
paradise upon which Sam’s quest is based. Every word of the book is fully researched including 
the foods consumed, the trips taken, the geographical localities and the customs of the indigenous 
natives—frightening as they may appear.

How the novel differs from the previous books

Sam Silverthorne: Quest is the first of three novels which explore the world of the Boys’ Own 
Novel, but for today’s reader. Although the highly empathetic and likeable teenage boy, Sam 
Silverthorne, is the main character, I have modified the essentially male-dominated Boys’ Own 
genre to include a powerful female character, the feisty Alice Edgeworth-Brown. 

Writing this series is as much an adventure for me as it is for the characters in the novels. I find it 
hard to keep my energy up while I am writing them.
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Associated Activities

[1] Sam Silverthorne: Quest is a great way to introduce students to both nineteenth century 
history and the geography of the British Empire at its height.
[2] Sam Silverthorne: Quest is a means of introducing students to the custom and ethics of 
other nations, thereby overcoming racial and ethnic prejudices.
[3] Sam Silverthorne: Quest is highly recommended for teaching intertextuality and literary 
criticism when compared with the original Boys’ own novel such as Ballantyne’s The Coral 
Island. It would be an excellent literary study to compare/contrast Sam Silverthorne: Quest 
with William Golding’s modern parody of The Coral Island, his novel, The Lord of the Flies.
[4] Sam Silverthorne: Quest provides an easily accessible insight into both the post-modern 
and post-colonial text for Years Six to Ten.
[5] Sam Silverthorne: Quest provides an easily accessible insight into the highly popular quest 
novel and/or genre without the using the (possibly over-used) fantasy genre.

Teaching ideas

• What does the word ‘quest’ mean for you? Discuss. Is a quest something that only happened 
in the past or is it something that people do today. Research famous quest stories—fiction and 
non-fiction.

• Gary makes reference to the traditional ‘Boys’ Own’ adventure stories. Create a class library of 
these stories. What are the similarities that run through them—plot, characters, writing style, 
etc.

• In groups, write an adventure story, using elements occurring in these classics, adding elements, 
like Gary has, to make it more contemporary.

• Sam’s father was an ornithologist—what does an ornithologist do?
• Sam’s father collected rare specimens. Why are there laws in place to limit specimen collection 

in today’s society?
• Class Debate: It is necessary to collect rare specimens (and take them out of their natural 

environment) for scientific research and advancement. OR Flora and fauna should never be 
removed from their natural environment for the purposes of scientific research.


