SURPRISED BY JORY
John R. Neill’s daughter and granddaughter open up a new book
by Greg Hunter
Browsing through antiques one day, Greg Hunter was startled to come across a near-perfect copy of The Bride, Her
Wedding Book. Designed and illustrated by John R. Neill in 1914, this handsome book kindled an interest in
finding out more about the man who created it. Researching biographical and bibliographical articles published in
The Baum Bugle and Illustration in recent years, Greg was directed to Jory Neill Mason, who—it turns
out—is quite an interesting individual, and someone we’ll all enjoy learning more about!
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thirteen years of her life in Saddle River,
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New Jersey. After her father won the
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her father died, and sadly, Jory never
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“Her adoration for him was
United States, she lived in Cape Cod,
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Massachusetts, for a year. Jory spent
her mother’s affection for her father.
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“Elephant Tears,” graphite drawing, from the collection of Jory Neill Mason. Publisher unknown.
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memories were of her father, Natalie gladly reminisced. “The
wonderful bedtime stories he told.”
John R. Neill had another passion besides drawing. “He
loved the opera and turned the volume on the radio up
high every Saturday. It could be heard throughout
the entire house.” When asked about her father’s
heritage Natalie explained, “John’s father was
Robert Rea Neill. He came to this
country from Ireland in 1846 when
he was a year old. His mother’s
family, the Snedekers, came
here from Holland in 1646.”
Natalie revealed that her
father had three brothers and
four sisters. Neill’s father died
when he was ten, leaving his
mother to raise eight children
on her own.
Reflecting up on her
father’s life, Natalie recalled
an interesting memory. “He
had lots of friends who were
illustrators. Fred Gruger and
Percy Crosby were lifelong
friends, along with Joe Coll,
with whom he shared a
studio during the early years.”
When asked about John’s
relationship with Ruth
Plumly Thompson, who
wrote nineteen Oz books
after L. Frank Baum’s death,
she said, “They were good
friends, met on several
occasions and had long and
humorous correspondence.”
Natalie also recalled a
nickname her father had for
her mother. “My parents met
when my mother Margaret
Carroll was a young actress.
She played the part of Plum
Blossom ‘Moy Fah Loy’ in
The Yellow Jacket. After that,
my father always referred to
her as Moy, a name she used
for the rest of her life.” Mrs.

John R. Neill was an accomplished actress. Even then, as
now, John wasn’t the only talent in the family.
Jory has a lovely portrait of her grandmother, Moy,
and one of her mother, hanging on her wall. Both were
drawn in pen and ink by her grandfather. “They are
very dear to my heart,” she said. “I have one
pencil drawing of my mother that looks
remarkably like a pen and ink of
Jenny Jump! I am convinced
that she posed for that one.”
While Jory is readily
embarrassed to admit that
she did not read the Oz
books as a child, she says
almost all of his great
grandchildren have. She is
proud, however, to say her
walls are filled with her
grandfather’s works and
“they continue to inspire me
with their beauty and sense
of wonder.” She has a
beautiful collection of all the
original Oz books and a few
contain John R. Neill’s
personal bookplate. While
she isn’t as familiar with the
Oz stories themselves she
does know the Oz
characters drawn so
eloquently
by
her
grandfather. “I just love
Kabumpo,” she professes.
“He made that big elephant
appear to be light and
graceful and so expressive.”
She praised her grandfather’s
style of drawing by adding,
“I drool over his preliminary
pencil sketches that show the
character developments.
They are so loose and free
and his mastery of human,
animal and imaginary
anatomy amazes me.”
Jory grew up feeling the
utmost pride for—and

Margaret Carroll as Moy Fah Loy (Plum Blossom) in The Yellow Jacket, the unique play of Chinese life which attained a run of more than 100
performances on its recent New York Revival. From Munsey’s Magazine, April 1917.
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John R. Neill at his writing desk. His illustration for Treasure Island hangs
on the wall.

John R. Neill with his wife Margaret Carroll Neill and two of their children,
Natalie and Annrea

found it easy to boast about—her grandfather’s talent. It
has amazed her, though, that the vast majority of people
she has talked to about him over the years never even knew
there were more Oz books beyond the first one illustrated
by W. W. Denslow. “Visitors usually stop in front of each
illustration hanging on our walls and are mesmerized.” The
love for her grandfather is just as strong as it would be if
she had known him, for it is through his art that his spirit still
lives, and that spirit is just as vibrant, jolly and friendly as
John R. Neill is known to have been.
Jory once had hoped to continue in her grandfather’s
footsteps and become a children’s book illustrator herself,
but decided against it as she felt her grandfather was an
impossible act to follow. “So I took a different path, heading
in a similar direction,” she explained. “I grew up watching
my mother struggle with her substantial artistic abilities. She
worshipped her father’s genius and was always critical of
her art because of this. I used to go to drawing and painting
workshops with my mother while she was still alive. I learned
a great deal from her and surprisingly, she would usually ask
for my critique before framing a piece for an upcoming
exhibition. The artistic bond between father and daughter,
and the next generation with mother and daughter is
enormous.”
Jory is a member of the International Wizard of Oz
Club and has been to four Oz Conventions. “I was a
presenter at the Ozmapolitan and Winkie conventions a few
years ago,” she said. “I created a PowerPoint presentation
showing a large sampling of the depth of my grandfather’s
work. I was blown away by the things the attendees told
me.” She was quite pleased to hear from so many people

who had been greatly influenced by her grandfather’s work
at a young age. “I was treated like I was famous just by
being his granddaughter. It was great fun!”
There is absolutely no doubt that Jory is a fan of her
grandfather’s work. When asked what her thoughts were on
the comparisons between Denslow’s illustrations in the very
first Oz book and John R. Neill’s depictions of the Oz

Spring 2008

Conté pencil drawings of John R. Neill’s daughter Annrea Neill.
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Above: sketch of Jenny Jump. Right: portrait of Annrea
Neil with nearly the exact same hairstyle and pose.

characters in the later books she laughingly said, “Sorry, I
am pretty incapable of an unbiased opinion about this
comparison. They had very different styles, but to me,
Denslow’s illustrations were a little stiff and childlike.” While
she felt Denslow was a very good graphic designer and
excelled compositionally, she felt he did not possess the
technical mastery or the imagination of John R. Neill.
In looking at modern day illustrators’ attempts at reinventing John R. Neill’s interpretation of Oz and its
characters, the topic leaned toward the one artist who relied
unfailingly on Neill’s images to depict Oz for a new
generation. Michael Herring painted the covers for Del Rey’s
new editions in the 1980s, bringing lifelike realism to the
fantasy characters drawn by Neill. “You have really asked
the wrong person this question,” laughed Jory, “since I am
so partial to the original illustrations. I think Mr. Herring’s
covers are very well done. I especially like the cover of The
Lost Princess of Oz, and his rendition of Polychrome. To me,
it looks like he used models for the human figures and
although they lack the energy and spontaneity of my
grandfather’s work, they are realistically and beautifully
painted.” She added, “The cover designs are extremely
colorful which is probably great for kids, but pushed a little
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too far for my taste. His contemporary style is more tightly
executed than the more expressive fine art quality of most
of my grandfather’s work.”
One of Jory’s aspirations is to see John R. Neill’s life’s
work live on in the form of a book. Being able to pick up
a large tome containing reproductions of Neill’s highlydetailed work would indeed be a treasured keepsake. “I
worked with Dan Zimmer from Illustration Magazine on an
extensive feature article entitled “John R. Neill: The Royal
Illustrator of Oz” in 2006 that Michael Patrick Hearn kindly
wrote for us,” she said. “I had hoped this might pave the
way for a future book, but I have been unsuccessful so far.”
In preparing for this venture she had borrowed hundreds
of Neill’s illustrations from her aunts Natalie and Joan. Like
many of his fans today, Jory found it hard to accept that his
work remains so under-recognized. “Today, he is mostly
known for his Oz illustrations,” she continues, “but they are
not necessarily his best work. There are at least twenty-four
periodicals that are known to have commissioned John’s
work, and he illustrated countless non-Oz books. And his
original watercolors are absolutely brilliant.”
Jory operates a website devoted to John R. Neill:
JohnRNeill.net. The website came about almost five years
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“Glinda confronts the Wizard,” undated
pen and ink from the collection of Neill’s
third daughter, Joan Farnsworth.
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ago after her mother passed away. “My four siblings and I
had to decide what to do with all the amazing drawings and
paintings that had been stored in the attic for years,” she
revealed. “Of course we took turns choosing our favorites,
but there were more than we could possibly hang on our
walls.” So they unanimously decided that these drawings
should be seen and enjoyed… which ultimately led her to
the Internet. “I eventually hope to be able to offer high
quality archival reproductions or giclée prints. Most of us
cannot afford the originals, and these reproductions on
watercolor paper look extraordinary and have a life
expectancy in excess of one hundred years.” She is continually
updating the website and offers original artwork by her
grandfather as well as Oz books for sale to the public. Jory
is still is surprised by the ever-growing number of John R.
Neill fans in the world.
When asked what feelings she had for her grandfather,
Jory was very enthusiastic. “The strongest things I feel for
him is love, admiration and a very deep appreciation.”
She paused a moment to reflect on a part of her history
that will stay with her forever. In 1936 her grandfather
purchased a farm that was nestled on a mountaintop in
Flanders, New Jersey, which he had named Endolane Farm.
“Yup, it was at the end o’ the lane,” Jory explained. “Some
of my fondest childhood memories are of the overnights I

spent with my grandmother, Mommy Moy. She was a
beautiful, spunky little redheaded actress, and she sure loved
to sip tea and talk. She still had a few horses and I would
ride along the dirt road and think back forty years to when
my mom was on the same trail. Even the scent of the old
fireplace made me imagine what it must have been like during
the days of outdoor plumbing and grandfather always busy
in his studio. I so wish I could have met him!”
A lot of Neill’s admirers in the world share this exact
same sentiment. His artwork is revered by many and has
captivated the imagination of children and adults alike for
more than a century now, and will continue to do so for
many more centuries. His children, grandchildren and greatgrandchildren have inherited artistic abilities, so the Neill art
legacy will likely continue!
John R. Neill’s depictions of the Oz characters remain
the standard for many, but John R. Neill will always remain
a loving father figure to his girls. Jory Neill Mason knows
now that a story about herself and her history does indeed
have great significance, for it is the history that has sculpted,
painted, designed and drawn the person she has become.
Greg Hunter is the owner of a successful office supply business in
Dallas, Texas. His book The Enchanted Gnome of Oz,
was published in 1988 by Buckethead Enterprises of Oz.

When Jory finally met L. Frank Baum’s great-grandson Bob Baum and his
wife Clare in person during a Winkie Convention, they hit it off instantly!
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Debating with a Fairy, undated pen
and ink from the collection of Neill
granddaughter Kitty Edwards.
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