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Angela Rhodes  

‘Man at the Helm’, is set in 1970 and 

focuses on  a newly attractive divorced 

woman,her two daughters and one son, in 

a little village in England. 

Told by nine year old Lizzie Vogal, it is the 

hysterical story of how, she and her sister 

decide that their mother needs a man at 

the helm, after being shunned by the 

villagers because of the stigma of 'divorce'. 

They have a list of possible men and ways 

of getting them to meet their free loving 

mother, from the local vicar to the teacher. 

I laughed out loud so much, tears 

were falling down my face. Reading 

this late at night is a no no, because you 

will still be giggling after you close the 

book! Nina Stibbe is a breath of fresh 

air!  

 

Edel Waugh  

Before I even start the review... Go out and buy this book immediately! 

The story begins when a young wife overhears a phone conversation that she 

should not have heard between her husband and an assumed his lover. This will 

alter her entire life.  

The story is told by her daughter Lizzie,  she is a comical little girl of nine and is 

the middle child. She has an older sister and a younger brother called Little 

Jack.  All their lives are altered when they leave their dad and move with their 

mother to a little English Village. Their mother is really struggling being alone, 



she really needs a man in her life so her children take it upon themselves to find 

her a man which causes many comical moments throughout the book. The book 

is not all funny as there is more serious and tender parts that really make you 

think and feel sorry for the characters. My favourite character is Lizzie, she is 

an optimist and has great spirit and motivation. If you enjoy a book with great 

female lead characters that will also leave you feeling happy then this is the 

book for you.  

 

Carina Barnett 

I felt bereft when I finished this book, which is testament to how entertaining 

and likeable Nina Stibbe's characters are. 

The voice with which she, via young Lizzie, writes, is an utterly authentic and 

credible one and she brilliantly captures the way children pick up on the odd 

things adults say, showing, through Lizzie's eyes, how absurd grown ups can be.   

When Lizzie’s mum, a newly single parent (and would be playwright) is forced 

to sell up and downsize, her well meaning children have soon compiled a list of 

the eligible, and maybe not quite so eligible, men of the village and work their 

way steadily through it in a bid to find her a new man. 

The book is an utter joy to read, the dialogue poignant and witty, as 

Lizzie and her siblings take charge of their new lives, whilst their mother slips 

into a haze of pills, penury and probably the onset of depression.  

There is much to relish in the language and I defy anyone not to smile at the 

way the children compose letters to the would-be suitors, using phrases which 

they have heard but probably only vaguely understand. The children are more 

mature and sensible than most of the adults in this story and the acutely 

observed absurdities of human life, reflected through their young innocent eyes, 

make for a book which is hugely entertaining and highly recommended. 

 

Magdalena Vidgen  

I struggle with this review, because I had quite high expectations about the book 

and felt slightly cheated after finishing it. 

The premise was promising - children trying to find a new man for their 

recently divorced mother in the early 70's. Certainly, it wasn't a good time to be 

a single mother in a small village. Also a mother who was chronically unsuited 

to any housework! So the mishaps with the washing or shopping etc. were quite 



funny. 

But comedy soon turned into a satire, when the aforementioned mother was 

heavily drinking and overdosing on antidepressants. Ok, I get it - she was 'in a 

state'. But the fact that she was very promiscuous and plain stupid, letting 

people take advantage of her naivety, was not so funny after all. 

And so satire turned into a farce. 

Her final struggle to pull herself together and the way in which she did so was a 

peculiar idea, but if it took care of her family, who am I to criticise?  

Unfortunately, the 'happy end' did not really work for me. It was somehow 

lacking, but I can't say, in what way... 

Overall, 3* from me. Not entirely bad, but not so good either. 

 

Molly Evans  

Written from the perspective and in the style of a nine year old girl, 

a hilarious account of children's attempt to find a new partner for 

their mother.  

This story of children's attempt to find a new partner for their mother after her 

separation from their father works well on a number of levels. Written from the 

perspective and in the style of an eleven year old girl I found resonances of 

Adrian Mole, yet with more sophistication and depth. A hilarious romp through 

various candidates to be 'the man at the helm' of the family; also a touching 

account of how the family copes with money troubles, moving home to a less 

desirable neighbourhood and starting again without a husband and father in 

situ. Highly recommended and I look forward to reading more by Nina Stibbe. 

 

Carolyn Huckfield  

A debut from an author to take note of, this is a joy to read from 

start to finish. I love the characters she draws and the relationship 

the children have with their mother. This is an author to watch.  

The husband leaves his family and moves them to the countryside. The story is 

told by the three children who plan to find a replacement father figure. The 

village doesn’t like an attractive divorcée in their ranks and the daughters hatch 

their plans to get her a man. Humour runs through the whole story and their 

childlike view of the world makes everything seem so simple to sort. My 

favourite section of the story is when they have to deal with people not following 



the plan they have hatched.  Just as the story  was  progressing well with the 

funny plot and characters something tragic or downright nasty occurs. This is 

life and how it all works out is a pleasure to read. 

 

Phylippa Smithson  

Loved the opening chapters during which I sniggered at the words 

and thoughts revealed by nine year old, Lizzie, whose eyes revealed 

the story.  However, overall I found it a little sedate and 

monotonous.  

Set in the 1970s, Izzie and her 11 year old sister and younger brother 'Little' Jack 

are living the spoils of the high life.  Chauffer driven in the Daimler wherever 

they go, managed by the live in nanny and having no appreciation of what it is 

to have to fend for themselves.  Then their father abandons them and their 

mother, Elizabeth, for another woman and suddenly, the reality of life hits 

them. 

They are forced to move to a village whose hostility is tangible.  Not only is it a 

divorcee wth young chldren who arrives but it’s implied that they have also 

kicked out villagers from their homes as the three discrete cottages have been 

knocked into one. 

Aware of their mother's demise (evident by the ant-depression medication and 

alcoholism), the young daughters determine to create a 'Man List' of possible 

targets for a 'Man at the Helm' who will revive their Mum and avoid their own 

belief that they face the imminent exit to a children's home.  

Whilst this was a very clever plot following the interpretation of a family's fall 

from grace though the eyes of a child, I found it tedious reading as the children 

laboriusly go through the 'Man List  

Not the best book I have read but enjoyable enough. 

 

Victoria Halliday  

Warm, funny and generally fabulous book.  You'll miss the 

characters after you finish it!  

‘Man At The Helm’, by Nina Stibbe, is a warm, funny and generally fabulous 

book.  Narrated by nine year old Lizzie, this is the story of Lizzie and her 

siblings' search for a new "man at the helm" in the wake of their parents divorce 

and their relegation to a new life in a strange village.  The story itself is 



entertaining, as Lizzie and her sister come up with a list of possible and 

engineer ways for their mother to meet and trial each man.  It is the characters, 

however, which make this novel - each is real, funny, flawed and utterly 

believable.  The voice of Lizzie, in particular, is so real and when I finished this 

book, I really found myself missing the characters and the world they inhabited.  

I loved this book and can't wait for Nina's next offering! 

 

Francesca Ashurst  

Nina Stibbe’s debut novel following on from the success of her 

memoir, ‘Love, Nina’ is a bittersweet comedy, set in the early 1970s.  

Lizzie, the narrator, takes us back to the time when her parents divorced and 

her mother’s world collapsed. Having been used to a life of comfort and with the 

status that came from their father’s position as a prominent business man, their 

lives were suddenly transformed. Forced to move from the city to a country 

village they are all traumatised, isolated and ostracised by the villagers who 

viewed the incomers with suspicion.  

Lizzie recalls that ‘For a few dreamy days we had no idea of the sadness this 

little village was going to cause....it was going to stare at us in the co-op and 

never want to make friends'. Whilst their mother descends into a state of 

collapse, bolstered only by pills and alcohol it is left to the children to try and 

manage the chaos as best they can. Their main aim is to ensure that they aren’t 

taken away, placed in care. 

The narrative unfolds with a series of episodes, frequently hilarious but also at 

times heartrending. Lizzie is a wonderful character with a wry take on how the 

siblings grappled with domesticity, bolstering their mother and all the time 

seeking the right ‘man at the helm’ to steady a sinking ship.  

The wonderful range of characters – human and animal – makes this a really 

entertaining read. 

 

Sarah Webb  

A light holiday read.  

When the narrator’s family falls apart, she hatches a plot with her sister to find 

a new man for their mother – not because they really want one, but because 

they see this as a route back to being ‘normal’.  Hence the book is a search for a 

‘Man at the Helm’.  The narrator is nine  years old during the book and her voice 



is an interesting mix of childish ideas and more grown up language and ways of 

expressing the ideas.  There’s not much censorship of the ideas by the older 

writer though which is interesting. 

The book is set during the 1970s and contains some original reminders of the 

differences between then and now, without evoking too many obvious 

references to space hoppers and spangles (OK, one reference to spangles).  

Whilst some of the problems they encounter are difficult, Nina Stibbe manages 

to use the pre-teen voice to tell the story in a largely amusing way. 

 

Ann Peet  

Lovely, funny, quirky novel.  

If you have read ‘Love, Nina’ you will have an idea of what to expect as this is 

written in the same amusing and charming style. The author brilliantly 

captures the thoughts and viewpoint of the narrator, Lizzie, a 10 year old girl 

whose parents have split up. Lizzie and her sister, worried about their mother's 

ability to cope without a man at the helm, draw up a list of eligible - and not so 

eligible - men and set about trying to match make. 

There is a lot of gentle humour and quite a few laugh out loud set pieces. Highly 

recommended if you want to be cheered up or just enjoy a funny, quirky, 

appealing story. 

 

Suzanne Marsh  - www.ireadnovels.wordpress.com 

‘The Man At The Helm’ is an irresistible debut novel by Nina Stibbe. 

Laugh out loud funny!  

After Lizzie's mother had listened to her husband's phone call, the following 

morning she took a pan of eggs and flung it over her husband. He screamed like 

a girl expecting it to be hot and fell of his chair.  

Lizzie's mother tried to break the news to her three children that mummy and 

daddy have decided to split up and get a divorce.   

Their father bought them all a house in a village fifteen miles away from the 

city. With their mother's unhappiness the children agreed that their main aim in 

life would be to find their mother a new husband. 

With this bright idea finding their mum a new husband they decided to contact, 

by letter, the suitable men in their new area and invite them to have a drink 

with their mother and hope that it would lead to marriage. 



 You can buy The Man At Helm by Nina Sibbe from www.lovereading.co.uk 

 

Sue Muir 

On the front cover of my copy of this book it says “Irresistible Debut Novel” and 

this is just what this book is – Irresistible. I thoroughly enjoyed the narration of 

Lizzie, 9 years old, revealing the story of her family life.  The father has walked 

out and left the mother bringing up Lizzie and her siblings with a style of 

parenting that is rather unconventional. Her mother, a playwright and often 

drunk on whisky, coerces her children into acting out scenes of her plays about 

life, Lizzie often having to play her mother while her mother plays a man. Lizzie, 

her family and their labrador are forced to move to a small English village 

where the villagers are hostile towards them. With a passionate desire to see 

their mother happy again Lizzie and her siblings decide that their main aim in 

life is to find a replacement ‘Man At The Helm’. The book is written in a very 

humorous style but told with the innocence of a child. It is like someone 

telling a funny story with a deadpan face. Beautifully crafted, it is a 

real joy to read.  

 

Victoria Emerson  

‘Man at the Helm’ is a book about how a family copes with divorce in the 1970’s 

and is told through anecdotes by 9 year old Lizzie. 

After reading the blurb I was expecting to really enjoy this book but 

unfortunately I found it a little disappointing. 

It started off well and the writing was good but I just lost interest in the middle.  

I did finish the book but it was just more of the same with no surprises at the 

end. 

I also find it sad that chick lit is still being written about women needing a man 

to be complete, although I do appreciate that it was set in the 1970’s. 

 

Susan Walsh – twitter @truckermercedes 

A delightful read, thoroughly refreshing & humourous. 

An absolute gem of a read. 

This book will keep you entertained for hours. Refreshingly humourous, witty & 

delightful. 



Hilarious capers ensue for the family of a newly divorced Mum, when the two 

older Girls decide that for their Mother to be accepted back into the social circles 

of life she must have a Man in her life. 

Funny to the extreme in parts, as the "The List" of suitable Candidates is 

compiled, to put  A MAN back at the Helm! 

A super book I rate it 10/10. 

Can’t wait for the next one. 

 

Julie Collins  

A tale of a sudden family break up told through the eyes of nine year old Lizzie 

Vogel. Two sisters attempt to find a 'Man at the Helm' to prevent their mother 

becoming a drunk and a playwright.  

Set in the 1970s, 'Man at the Helm' is not just a book about a family 

break up. It is a story of a  hilarious, sometimes desperate quest 

undertaken by the Vogel sisters to find a 'Man at the Helm' in order to 

prevent their mother from taking even more pills, drinking more whisky and 

writing plays which they explain to their family doctor may result in them 

becoming 'wards of court'. The Vogels are an affluent family at the start of the 

story; Mrs Vogel has never had to work and her last interview was for a 

boarding school at the age of eleven. It is therefore not surprising that after 

falling on hard times and having to reduce the number of ponies, (and 

eventually dogs) they are able to maintain, that the family are forced to move to 

a house without a paddock or even a gardener and Mrs Vogel must look for 

work. Any male character in the story becomes a potential candidate for the 

man list, age, appearance or even marital status are all of little consequence to 

the Vogel sisters. One of their teachers even makes the list but will they find a 

suitable candidate to take on the challenge at the helm of the Vogel family? 

 

 

 

 

 

 


