
5 Things You Might Not Know About Roald Dahl 

 
 

1) His childhood was marked by tragedy 

 

Roald Dahl was born in Llandaff, near Cardiff, on 13 September 1916. Named after the 

famous Norwegian polar explorer Roald Amundsen, he had two older sisters, Astri (born 

1912) and Alfhild (b1914), as well as a sister and a brother, Ellen (b1903) and Louis (b1906), 

from his father’s first marriage. 

In 1920, when Roald was just three and a half years old, tragedy struck the Dahl family. In 

February his older sister Astri, died from an infection following a burst appendix, aged 

seven, and just weeks later their father, Harald, died of pneumonia. 

Roald described his father’s death in his 1984 book Boy: Tales of Childhood. “[Astri’s] sudden 

death left him literally speechless for days afterwards. He was so overwhelmed with grief 

that when he himself went down with pneumonia a month or so afterwards, he did not 

much care whether he lived or died.” 

Harald’s death left Roald’s mother, Sofie Magdalene, responsible for five children and 

pregnant with another daughter, Asta, who was born in the autumn of 1920. 

 

2) During the Second World War Dahl was a fighter pilot – then a spy 

 

After leaving school in 1934 at the age of 17, Roald Dahl worked for the Shell Oil Company. 

Following the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, Dahl joined the Royal Air Force 

(RAF) and for a period piloted a Hawker Hurricane fighter. In 1940 his plane crashed in 

Libya’s Western Desert, and he suffered severe injuries to his head, nose and back, spending 

six months in hospital as a result. In summer 1941 he began experiencing debilitating 

headaches – aftereffects of the crash – and, deemed unable to fly, was sent home to Britain. 

In April 1942, aged 25, Dahl was posted to Washington DC to join the British Embassy as 

assistant air attaché. In the US Dahl became a spy working in a division of MI6 alongside Ian 

Fleming, the creator of James Bond. (Dahl later adapted Fleming’s novel You Only Live Twice 

as the screenplay for the 1967 Bond film.) 

While working in the US Dahl met British novelist CS Forester, who encouraged him to write 

about his experiences in Libya. “I have come to you because I think you might have a good 

story to tell. About flying,” he reportedly told Dahl over a lunch of roast duck and 

vegetables. 

Later that day, Dahl put pen to paper. “That, though I didn’t know it at the moment, was the 

moment that changed my life,” he later said. Forester passed Dahl’s copy – completely 



unchanged – to his editors at the Saturday Evening Post, who published it, paying Dahl a fee 

of $1,000. 

 

3) Like Charlie, Roald Dahl was himself a schoolboy chocolate-tester 

 

Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, published in the US in 1964, was inspired by Dahl’s time 

at the famous public school Repton. While boarding there, Dahl and his classmates had 

been guinea pigs of the chocolate-making company Cadbury: each year, Roald and his 

friends would be sent Cadbury’s newest creations to test. “It was then I realised that inside 

this great Cadbury’s chocolate factory there must be an inventing room, a secret place 

where fully grown men and women in white overalls spent all their time playing around with 

sticky boiling messes, sugar and chocs, and mixing them up and trying to invent something 

new and fantastic,” he wrote. 

Dahl’s famous tale was adapted for the silver screen as Willy Wonka and the Chocolate 

Factory, released in 1971. Roald’s biographer Donald Sturrock claims that, among other 

things, Roald “regretted that the producers had chosen neither Spike Milligan nor Peter 

Sellers to play the role [of Willy Wonka]”. Instead, Gene Wilder was cast. 

 

4) Some of Dahl’s most popular works underwent a number of early drafts 

 

James and the Giant Peach, Dahl’s first novel aimed at children, was reportedly almost 

called James and the Giant Cherry, but was changed because Dahl said a peach was 

“prettier, bigger and squishier than a cherry”. The first draft is also much scarier than the 

published book – in the original version, James meets a witch who wants to cut off his legs 

in exchange for magic green crystals. 

Charlie and the Chocolate Factory went through several early drafts. In one, Charlie Bucket 

visited Willy Wonka’s home and fell into a chocolate mould, while in another 10 children 

visited the factory (rather than the five who appeared in the published book), according to 

RoaldDahl.com. 

In early drafts of The BFG, Roald Dahl “described the BFG as wearing big black boots and a 

leather apron. However, after seeing Quentin Blake’s preliminary drawings, Roald Dahl 

didn’t think this looked right,” says RoaldDahl.com. A few days later Dahl sent Quentin one 

of his own Norwegian sandals. “If you look closely at the pictures of the BFG, you’ll see that 

he’s wearing the same ones.” 

The author said of his 1988 novel Matilda: “I had awful trouble with it… I got it wrong… the 

main character, the little girl kept changing”. At first, says RoaldDahl.com, “Matilda was a 

wicked child who plagued her poor, kind parents and caused havoc at school, ultimately 

redeeming herself through helping her teacher – an early version of Miss Honey – get out of 



financial difficulty by fixing a horse race.” The author quickly realised his mistake and 

rewrote what would become his last long children’s book. 

 

5) He invented more than 500 new words and character names 

From scrumdiddlyumptious to frizzlecrump, over the course of his career Roald Dahl 

invented hundreds of weird and wonderful words as part of a language he called 

Gobblefunk. 

 


