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Frenchtown
Summer
Robert Cormier,
Puffin, 128pp,
0 14 1307145
£4.99 pbk
A tender chronicle of
a son's relationship
with his father,
Frenchtown Summer
will surprise those
who know Cormier's
work. It is written in
the form of a prose
poem and details the
journey of self-
discovery that the
young Eugene begins
the summer he starts
his first paper-route.

It is the summer of his
first love, of exciting
encounters with
friends and bitter
ones with enemies,
but it is most
especially the summer of an unlikely event which creates a bond
between Eugene and the distant, enigmatic father he adores.
'This is a wonderful, wonderful book ... The tenderly heart-
warming ending will disarm those who have previously seen only
coldness and cruelty in this author, without recognising that these
are themes he has always handled with majestic humanity.' -
Michael Thorn in The Scotsman.

Published 7 July 2000
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The Seeing
Stone
Kevin Crossley-
Holland, Orion
Children's Books,
336pp,
1 85881 397 2,
£10.99 hbk
The spellbinding
first volume in a
trilogy that weaves
the legends of King
Arthur into the
story of another
Arthur, who in the
year 1199 is waiting
impatiently to
grow up and be-
come a knight. A
page-turning novel
filled with secrets
and mysteries, its
100 short chapters
recreate the earthy,
u n c o m f o r t a b l e
reality of the
Middle Ages, its conflicts and uncertainties, with the immediacy
of a thoroughly contemporary novel.
'It is wonderful to read such a lyrical, authoritative and accessible
retelling of the Arthurian legends... best of all is the figure of
Arthur de Caldicot, a true child of his time. I truly love this book.'
Jan Mark
'terrific... the book has the authentic feel and smell and sound of
the Middle Ages.' Joan Aiken
'superb... mysterious, unsettling, fascinating and absorbing.'
Sheila Wood in The Bookseller

Published 3 August 2000
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RED FOX CELEBRATES ITS TENTH BIRTHDAY THIS SUMMER.

Over the last decade Red Fox has published picture books and fiction
from acclaimed authors and illustrators such as
Joan Aiken, Brian Jacques and Shirley
Hughes and introduced fresh new talent
like Jonathan Stroud and Kate
Thompson. Red Fox is also proud to
publish Quentin Blake, the Children's
Laureate. j

To mark the anniversary many of Red I
Fox's award-winning illustrators have I
each drawn a red fox, and this unique I '
collection will be toured throughout the 1 '
country this year. % '

For further information about the exhibition 1
please contact Clare Hall-Craggs at Red Fox
on 020 7840 8666.

RED
|FOX www.randomhouse.co.uk/kids
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This issue's cover is from
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Scheffler's Monkey Puzzle
(Macmillan, 0 333 72000 8,

£9.99 hbk). Written in
rhyme, this agreeable story
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characterised illustrations
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fmillan Children's

Books for
their help in
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DITORIAL

More than 70% of children
aged between 6 and 14
read fiction. Non-fiction
is read by around 60% or

more of those aged between 9 and 16.
These encouraging statistics are just
some of the fascinating information to
emerge from an important new survey
of reading habits in Britain funded by
the Library and Information
Commission and conducted by Book
Marketing Ltd and the library
development agency, the Reading
Partnership - Reading the Situation:
Book Reading, Buying and Borrowing
in Britain*. Using a nationally
representative sample iof households
and randomly selected groups from
the population at large, the survey
offers an insight into the habits of
both readers and non-readers,
including book borrowing and book
buying.
So far as young readers are concerned,
the research reveals the unsurprising
fact that those children who enjoy
reading from an early age tend not to
give up the habit. Although they may
find it hard to read as much as they
would like at certain points in their
lives (reading as a leisure activity
tends to tail off when children start
secondary school), they become
enthusiastic readers again once they
have the opportunity. Interestingly,
the survey discovers that many
parents who are not habitual readers
themselves will read to and with their
children since they believe that
reading will benefit their children.
More information is provided about
the gender divide in reading. It
appears that boys and girls read
fiction in relatively equal measure

Rosemary Stones

(75% of girls compared to 66% of boys)
but that the gap widens amongst
adults. Adult women will tend to
recommend books to each other and
like discussing books while men are
more cautious. It thus appears that
encouraging boys to be more open
about discussing what they are reading
is an important area which needs more
attention and development.
In the next issue of BfK, Anne Marley of
Hampshire County Library will be
discussing her highly innovative and
successful Dads 'n' Lads project. A
reading group was set up in
collaboration with local schools which
aimed to encourage boys to read and
fathers to participate in this activity
with their sons. One of the Dads 'n'
Lads findings was that, if encouraged,
boys do like to talk about books and
listen to recommendations and they
also like being able to recommend
books to other people. Hampshire's
experience thus suggests that there are
practical ways forward.

*Available from Book Marketing Ltd, 7A Bedford
Square, London WC1B 3RA (tel: 020 7580 7282) at
£37.50 for the book trade and public sector and £75
for others.
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Young and Pregnant
The UK has the highest teenage pregnancy rate in Western Europe - twice
that of Germany, three times that or France and six times that of Holland.
Every year in England about 90,000 teenagers become pregnant. Reasons
may include low job expectations, ignorance about contraception and
'mixed messages7 about sexual activity. Improved sex education is vital but
can children's oooks help? Lesley de Meza investigates.

T
o begin to understand how
to deal with the issue of
teenage pregnancy one
shoula really begin with
young people themselves.

We must bear in mind that just
because we wish it so, we cannot
change the way they behave - they
have to choose to change their
behaviour. What we can do is
listen, learn and build on what they
tell us to produce a way of working
with them.

The sexualisation of
commodities, the

commodification of sexuality
Young people live in a society where so much is
sexualised. Advertisements imply that the ice-
cream you purchase will provide you with an
erotic love-life, the perfume you wear could
attract the attention of a stranger who will give
you flowers, the car you drive will allow you to
get away with flirtation and, just in case you
were in any doubt, size matters! A glossy
magazine carries an article on the importance
of using contraception side by side with a story
of the joy a baby has brought into the life of a
teenage single female 'pop' idol who became
pregnant seven weeks after meeting her now
departed partner. And, we are constantly
bombarded with images of perfect bodies.

Switch on the television and join Gail and
Martin in Coronation Street. Martin is
having an extra-marital relationship. Watch
Susannah Morrisey bed-hop her way round
Brookside Close. Square up to life in
Eastenders as you thank goodness sensible
Sonia's fear about pregnancy was unfounded
(or was it?). Doesn't anyone in a soap opera
ever use contraceptives? I have only twice seen
references to them in television programmes.

If I hear another person say, 'Schools should be
giving young people lessons on sex. There is no
excuse in this day and age...' I may resort to
some kind of violent behaviour. The majority of
schools I have worked with do provide not only
schemes of work for Sex and Relationships
Education but they also have a relevant Sex
Education policy. Do people imagine that if a
young person has had sex education at school,
from that point onwards s/he is protected from

getting pregnant, being infected with a sexually
transmitted disease or whatever? Schoofs
cannot do it all. Parents, teachers, government
and young people themselves must work
together. But can children's books help?

Primary School
Good sex and relationships education should
properly begin in the primary school as part of
a planned, progressive programme of PSHE
(Personal, Social and Health Education) starting
in Year 1 and covering topics such as 'The
beginning of life - animals, plants and me'. In
Year 2 you could go on to name body parts,
including sex organs - using correct
vocabulary, and so on. The earlier you begin to
deliver a programme of sex and relationships
education, the easier it is. Children quickly
overcome their giggles and embarrassment
and are interestecTand enthusiastic to learn. So
why not have a box of books labelled 'Sex and
Relationships' in your classroom? I have no
doubt that curiosity will be raised, opportunities
for learning will abound and a lot of
unexpressed fears will be assuaged if you
include the following:

Where Babies Come From by Rosemary
Stones is a delightful picture book. The text is
sensitive and accurate and uses absolutely
correct terminology throughout. Nick Sharratt's
multi-cultural illustrations are beautifully and
thoughtfully drawn. Here is a book which
explains that there are different names for the
genitals but 'It's a good idea to learn the correct
names.' Fathers and older brothers and sisters
are given recognition for the help and support
they can give in looking after a new baby and
the trials of dealing with new babies are
recognised too. This book certainly provides a
gooa basis for open communication between
adults and children.

Robie H. Harris and Michael Emberley have
written and illustrated two excellent books
about sexual health and reproduction. Let's
Talk About Where Babies Come From and
Let's Talk About Sex feature a bird and a bee
who lead the reader through beautifully written
explanations and cleverly drawn pictures. The
format varies between comic strip and prose in
short chunks, which are easily digested. In both
books the illustrations are exquisitely coloured,
wonderfully detailed and often humorous. Let's
Talk About Where Babies Come From
would be a really useful addition to a primary
school's collection whilst Let's Talk About Sex
could be a supportive resource with upper
juniors and lower secondary students.

Changes take place inside growing bodies
too. When a girl is grown up, every month
her body produces an egg-cell called an
ovum that will grow into a baby if it is
t r rx iUzed by a male sex-cell (sperm).

Above, from Where Babies Come From;
below, from Let's Talk About Where Babies
Come From.

wiwe, GROW/WG, GROWIN/G U PJ

Have you started yet? by Ruth Thomson is
aimed at older junior and secondary school
girls who will appreciate the open nature of this
book about menstruation. Subjects covered
include bras and breasts, sex organs, coping
with PMS and a whole lot of 'What if...'
questions. I agree with the author that boys
should read it too.
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Or you might feel good for most of your cycle except
for the week or so before your period is due. Then
you might notice changes to your body, such as:

I can't bear to be touched.

f*t ,ST»/WAC«. FEELS

Above, from Have you started yet?; below,
from Let's Discuss Sex and Sexuality.

V Terri had gone round
to Graham's house
one Friday evening.

GRAHAM. I THOV6HT 10UR

PARENTS WERE GOING TO

BE 111 THIS EVENIN6.

A Terri told Graham she didn't. They argued,
and Terri walked out.

Bearing in mind that young people generally
opt for magazines intended for an older age
group and given the youthfulness of the people
portrayed in the photographic illustrations,
What Do You Know About
Relationships?, Let's Discuss Love, Hate
and Other Feelings and Let's Discuss Sex
and Sexuality by Pete Sanders and Steve
Myers, could also be added to that box in
junior school classrooms. All these books sit
well within the framework of PSHE and they
also provide some of the support necessary to
young people to enable you to achieve quality
standards in Health Education. Subjects are
sensitively and carefully explored using text,
case studies, illustrated story lines and comic
strip formats.

Secondary
Having a box of books about sex and
relationships is also a sensible step for the
secondary age range. As young people get
older, curiosity grows, ana so does
embarrassment:

7 can't think about anything else. I love her so
much. I really, really want to have sex with
her... What if I can't get it up? How will I not
die of embarrassment if I can't get the condom

on .?' Bradley aged 16 from Cool and
Celibate? Sex or No Sex by Dr David Bull.

As well as Cool and Celibate?, there are three
more handbooks on the market aimed
specifically at young women: Sex by Anita
Naik (although, worryingly this perpetuates
unsubstantiated information regarding HIV
transmission and swallowing a pint of saliva. It
also states that you cannot get HIV from a blood
transmission in the UK - not quite true), Sex by
Rachel Wright and Sex - How? Why? What?
by Jane Goldman. These books all answer such
questions as How do you make love? What can
you expect from sex? What is the difference
between lust and love? How do you know when
you're ready? And so forth.

However, there is no direct counterpart for
young men apart from Living with a Willy by
Nick Fisher which deals with the trials,
tribulations and pleasures of having a penis.
The language Fisher uses will engage the most
'street-wise' young men. it deals with many
issues including size, circumcision, erections,
hygiene and sex. Curious males and females
will benefit if books such as these are left lying
around for them to peruse at their leisure.

Sex Matters by Julian Cohen does look at sex
from both sides, working around a series of key
questions. Issues covered include the age of
consent, HIV testing, contraception availability
and the case for and against abortion. As well
as abortion, Kenneth Boyd covers fertility
treatment in A Right to Life - and Death?
published in the 'Moral Dilemmas' series. Set
this in place alongside lessons on sexually
transmitted infections [chlamydia is an STI
responsible for causing sterility in large
numbers of young women] and the position of
the National Health Service and you could have
the beginnings of a really useful PSHE link into
your Citizensnip curriculum.

Above, from Sex Matters; below, from A
Right to Life - and Death?.

A book that is well worth including in your box
is Tough Choices: Young Women Talk about
Pregnancy by Alison Hadley of Brook Advisory
Centres. Twenty-four young women aged from
14 upward tell their stories. These are
simultaneously riveting, depressing, compelling
and heart warming. This title gives an honest
and helpful insight into teenage pregnancy.

The role of fiction
Once a week I run a drop-in information,
advice and counselling service for young
people aged 11-19 in a large London
comprehensive school. Week after week they
tell me, amongst other things, about their
relationship problems. Hopefully, talking things
through with an understanding adult helps but
sometimes more is needed. I refer them on to
local services, make appointments for them and
occasionally i.e. in the case of emergency
contraception, actually take them down to the
nearest family planning clinic although quite
often they are frightened to go there in case
they are 'told-off'. They also worry that their
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parents will be contacted. Reassurance is
needed, as is knowledge of user-friendly local
services for young people; services that are
welcoming and geared up to their needs.

But apart from appointing a school counsellor
and having mandatory lessons on sex, what
else can schools offer young people to support
their sexual health needs? I taught English and
Drama and I am a firm believer in the joy and
power of literature. It may not change your life
but it can touch you deeply and explore themes
(such as teen pregnancy) which may be
troubling.

Boys and young men are well served by fiction
with several novels written from a male
viewpoint. Morris Gleitzman (who also wrote
the marvellous Two Weeks with the Queen -
very useful if you're dealing with Sexuality, HIV
and/or bereavement issues) has written
Bumface. Twelve-year-old Angus lives with his
actor Mum (who is more of a 'Mum' on
television than she is at home) and looks after
his younger brother and sister - Leo and
Imogen. Angus sees a succession of men pass
through his mother's life. But when Angus meets
Rindi who is obsessed with contraception
because of the prospect of an arranged
marriage, his problems seem minor. This story
is both funny and sad and deals with the
problems of being a child pushed into
adulthood too early.

In Anne Fine's delightful Flour Babies, Simon
Martin, in Year 4 at secondary school, is
'...sprawled over three chairs outside the staff
room door...' and '... bored halfway out of his
skull...' A committed hooligan, Simon takes on
the responsibility for looking after a baby.
During the days that follow Simon learns what
it is to be a parent and realises just how
amazing his mum is ('When had she realised
how much trouble he was going to be?').

Both these books would be a good addition to
the upper primary school box but will also go
down well with those in secondary school. The
laddish behaviours and silliness that
characterise packs of male youths is there but
so too is warmth and tenderness and

permission to give in to your emotions.

Shadows by Tim Bowler will also appeal to
boys. It tells a story of threat, violence, danger
and escape. Jamie is 16 and under
considerable pressure. He meets a young
woman who needs help as she is pregnant.
Both young people have burdensome problems
but now will they deal with them? This
adventurous tale had me turning pages at a
rate of knots. It is exciting and sensational. It is
moving and caring. 'You've made me believe in
myself again,' Jamie concludes.

Just Sixteen by Jean Ure is a novel that will
definitely capture the imagination of young
men. Sam tells the story. Sam Virgo (nickname
Ginny or Virginia) is one of the lads and a
virgin. He ana his mates enjoy boasting about
their exploits and talking about tits and bums
until he meets Priya. Sudaenly he cares. In fact
he is in love:

'Guys aren't meant to do that sort of
thing. Lee and Baz and the rest, they'd
think I'd gone soft. And don't get me
wrong. No way did I want to become a
dad at sixteen. No way!'

Everything goes well for Sam and Priya, until
she discovers that she is pregnant. What will the
future hold for them now?

Mary Hooper's Megan begins with a PSHE
(Personal, Social ana Health Education) lesson
- how apt - where the students try to embarrass
their teacher with questions like, 'Miss Springer,
what's oral sex?' or 'Miss Springer, what's an
orgasm?' until one particular point made by the
teacher makes Megan Worrell take notice.
Megan is fifteen and pregnant. What will she
do? How will her friends and family react? In
the sequel, Megan 2, we join Megan as she
wonders whether she should tell her mother she
wants to keep her baby. Is she up to coping with
the responsibility? How will her relationship
with Luke progress?

Both Megan books reach out and grab the
younger reader's attention set, as they are, in
their world and peopled with characters that
they will recognise. This is non-patronising,
careful writing that tells it like it is and how it

could be changed: '...what a waste of a big
occasion - the Fosing virginity occasion - when
what we had wasn't strong enough or
important enough to survive the first row.'

In Nowhere to Run by Sue Welford, a school
bag becomes a football and a Jackie Collins'
paperback, a make-up bag and tampons spill
across the school corridor. Here is the hassle of
dealing with a charging crowd of boys. Here
too is a story with characters that students will
recognise. Cass and Mel are friends. But only
James seems to understand what she is going
through. Can they both work through their
crises and survive? Pregnancy, termination,
alcoholism, and running away from home are
all here and firmly rooted in the ordinary lives
of young people everywhere.

In Don't Look Back by Sandra Chick, 16-
year-old Lisa Brunt tells us her story and we
know life is not going to be easy.

7 know it's happened. I'm pregnant. Up
the duff. In the dub. One in the oven. And
I'm scared. Dead scared. Not ready for a/I
this... I can't tell anyone. Can't get me
head around it. And if I tell someone, it'll
make it real. Definite. Everything will start
rolling and I won't be able to stop it...'

How many young women in similar situations
have had the same thoughts? We meet the
adults who look down on Sandra for being a
pregnant teenager, her boyfriend who is not
ready for a full time relationship and a host of
people who give their opinions as to whether or
not she should have a termination. What should
Sandra do?

Make Lemonade by Virginia Euwer Wolff is
set in America and written in short sharp bursts
of dialogue. It paints a vivid picture of the life of
14-year-old African-American, LaVaughn, her
mother, and Jeremy and Jilly, the children of her
friend, 17-year-old Jolly. LaVaughn wants to
escape from poverty. She wants to get good
grades and go to college. Will she achieve her
ambitions or become caught up in caring for
the children of another teenager? Something
about this novel reminded me or those 'Kiss ana
Tell' talk shows hosted by Jerry Springer and
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Ricki Lake. It is a colourful, brilliant inner city
tale, which pulls no punches.

Fiction for 15-year-olds and
upwards

For older secondary age readers two books in
the 'Confessions' series have teen pregnancy as
a theme, "I abandoned my baby" by Sue
Dando and "They think I'm too easy" by
Lorna Read. Both books are written in a way
which will appeal to the gossipy side of young
women that enjoys titillating, sensational
writing. These two books contain young love,
passion, sex, pregnancy and babies. They also
introduce us to social workers, police officers,
parents who care, morals and ethics.

The Best Thing by Margo Lanagan is a story
of first love and first baby. Melanie's life is in
turmoil. She had been sure that Brenner was the
sort of guy she should have aimed for. But now
people at school have turned against her. No
one asks and no one listens: 'You did have an
abortion! You're just a slut!... It's no wonder no-
one talks to you. No-one likes a slut!'. Without
discussion they just judged her. This beautifully
crafted story has energy, and tenderness,
brawn and brains. It is full of love, trust and
understanding and hope.

HELPFUL ORGANISATIONS BOOKS DISCUSSED

Dear Nobody by Bernie Doherty tells the story
of 18-year-olds Chris and Helen and their
unborn child. We learn from both of them how
it feels to be preparing to enter higher
education and the difficulties of their
relationships with their families. And, as Helen
writes letters to her unborn baby, 'Dear
Nobody', at first wishing it away, we learn
about the overwhelming emotion and turmoil
that an unplanned pregnancy can bring:

'Dear Nobody. You did not ask for this. I
have nothing to give you. Nothing. With all
my heart I'm sorry.'

Young people will get very involved with the
characters in these books. Reading them will
help them take a look at their own worlds from
a different perspective. •

National Organisations -
Sexual Health

• Avert
4 Brighton Road, Horsham, West Sussex RH13 5BA
Tel: 01403 210202
Web site: www.avert.org
Information and Sex & Relationships Education (SRE)
materials, particularly about HIV/AIDS and safer
sex. Useful web site too.
• Brook Advisory Centres
165 Gray's Inn Road, London WC1X 8UD
Young People's Helpline: 020 7713 9000 (office hrs)
Brook run local centres around the country offering
contraceptive and sexual health services for young
people.
• Children with AIDS Charity (CWAC)
Tel: 020 7242 3883
Web site: www.cwac.org
National charity to support children who have
HIV/AIDS and their families, to lead as normal a life
as possible.
• Family Planning Association
2-12 Pentonville Road, London Nl 9FP
Advice and Information: 020 7837 4044
Web site: www.fpa.org.uk
Information about contraception and services.
• FFLAG
Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays
Tel: 0191 5374691
FFLAG run a network of local groups for parents of
gay children.
• Jewish Lesbian/Gay Helpline
Tel: 020 7706 3123
• Lesbian and Gay Christian Movement
Helpline: 020 7739 8134
• London Lesbian and Gay Switchboard
Tel: 020 7837 7324
Free, confidential advice, support and counselling.
• National AIDS Helpline
Tel: 0800 567 123
Free, confidential advice.
• National AIDS Trust
Tel: 020 7814 6767
Web site: www.nat.org.uk
Information about HIV/AIDS, including issues
concerning children.
• Naz Project
Tel: 020 8741 1879

Help on a range of sexual health issues including
HIV to straight and pay people from the South Asian,
Middle Eastern and North African communities.
• Rape Crisis Centre
Tel: 020 7837 1600
(Lines open weekdays 6pm-10pm and weekends
1 Oam-1 Opm)

• Sexwise
Tel: 0800 282 930
Free, confidential information and advice line about
all aspects of sex for 12-18 year olds.
• SPOD
Tel: 020 7607 8851
(Line open Mon-Fri, 9am-5pm)
SPOD offers help and information on sex and
relationships to anyone who is disabled, or has a
disabled partner.
• Survivors
Tel: 020 7833 3737
(Line open Mon, Tue, Wed, 7pm-10pm)
Information and advice to men and boys who have
been raped or sexually abused.
• Terrence Higgins Trust
52-54 Gray's Inn Road, London WC1X 8JU
Tel: 020 7831 0330
Web Site: www.tht.org.uk
Information and advice about HIV/AIDS.

National Organisations -
General Health/Help

• Childline
Tel: 0800 1111
Free, confidential helpline for children and young
people.
• British Agencies for Adoption and Fostering
Tel: 020 7593 2000
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Megan 2, Mary Hooper, Bloomsbury,
0747541698, £4.99 pbk
Nowhere to Run, Sue Welford, Oxford University
Press, 0 19 271818 5, £5.99 pbk
Don't Look Back, Sandra Chick, Women's Press
'Livewire', 0 7043 4958 2, £4.99 pbk
Make Lemonade, Virginia Euwer Wolff, Faber
and Faber, 0 571 17506 6, £4.99 pbk
"I abandoned my baby", Sue Dando, Scholastic
Point 'Confessions', 0 439 01009 8, £3.99 pbk
"They think I'm too easy", Lorna Read, Scholastic
Point 'Confessions', 0 590 11156 6, £3.99 pbk
The Best Thing, Margo Lanagan, Allen and Unwin
Australia 'Ark Fiction', I 86448 824 7, £5.99 pbk
(available via Littlehampton Book Services)
Dear Nobody, Berlie Doherty, Collins,
0006746187, £4.99 pbk
Dear Nobody (a play, with learning resource
material by Rachel O'Neill), Berlie Doherty, Collins
Educational, 0 00 320004 3, £5.99 pbk

A qualified counsellor, Lesley de Meza is
a leading practitioner and policy maker
known nationally for her Health Education
work. She is a freelance health education
consultant and trainer specialising in issues
which affect young people - Sexual Health
(including HIV), Drugs, Body Image and
Self-esteem. She is the co-author, with Liz
Swinden, of LifeSize, a teaching pack on
Body Image and Self-esteem published by
Forbes.
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tand up comedy's loss has been
children's books' gain. In London
as part of a whistle-stop
promotional tour of the UK, Jon
Scieszka's dizzy jokes entertained

his audience every bit as much in
performance as in print. In both, his sense
of the absurd is terrific and his timing, the
key to all good jokes, superb. He is just as
dryly amusing in private. Self-deprecating
and modest which is remarkable given his
enormous success in the US. He has great
respect for the craftsmanship of what he
does and is thoughtful about its origins
without ever being pompous. His books
have been described by critics as
'deconstructionist', 'surreal' and 'icono-
clastic', or by what Jon sees as a mere
codeword, 'zany'. They are all of these but,
above all, they have enormous warmth
and are very, very funny.
It all comes, he says, from his family. 'I was
one of six brothers so, as you can imagine,
it was pretty raucous. I'm the second son
which is an ideal position. Big enough to
get the good food at the table but not the
one who had to make the cutting wave.
My sense of humour was developed at the
dinner table. You had to carve out some
airtime with a mode of attack. My older
brother talked very fast - he became a
lawyer, which figures - and I would tell the
joke or make a bizarre comment and sort
of derail things. You had to make good use
of a short time to be heard. It was pretty
lively.'
As the mother of only three sons, I have a
shrewd idea of what pretty lively might
have felt like to his parents but clearly the
Scieszkas enjoyed their sons' boisterous
company and developed it creatively: 'At
the dinner table you always had an
audience so you really had to hone your
material. It wasn't so much the set piece
jokes, they often didn't go down well, it
was more the asides.'
At school, too, Jon learnt the value of the
undercover aside. 'My report cards always
said, "Doesn't quite live up to abilities." I
was young for the class and took the role
of undercover humorist in the back. You
wouldn't pick me out as the wild class
clown guy because at a Catholic school I
very quickly realised that it was better to
stay underground, but I always knew the
value of a good joke.'
It is exploiting that knowledge that has
propelled Jon's writing over the last
decade since The True Story of the 3 Little
Pigs! was published in 1990. Finding that
what he most liked writing was ideally
suited to the picture book format and
therefore to children's books came after
his years as a school teacher. Teaching in a
private, alternative school in New York
where he introduced Kafka's
Metamorphosis to his eight year old
pupils, he found that he loved
'connecting' with children, something
that gives him greatest pleasure in his
writing. Though he resists the labelling of
his books as being for 'reluctant readers'
which, as he says, 'it's really bad. It's
beyond unfortunate as it is exactly what
will put them off, he is very aware of the
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Jon Scieszka
interviewed by Julia Eccleshare

kind of reader his books most appeal to
because he saw many of them as a
teacher. 'Those kids, and it's mostly boys,
who find it hard to move on from picture
books. They need to connect with the
books. I try to engage with the audience,
first on its own terms and then on many
levels. Using humour is a great way of
doing that.'
Jon had already found that the same was
true of teaching. 'Being a teacher is a bit
like being a stand-up comic. You have to
fight to stay alive and to keep the class
alive. You only have a few minutes. I used
humour to command attention in the
classroom and to show that learning
could be entertaining and fun.' Jon's move
into teaching came after he abandoned a
college medical training and changed
instead to a Masters degree in Fiction
Writing where what he liked best was
'goofing around with a short, narrative
form'. Like his humour, his attitude to
teaching was much influenced by his own
childhood. 'My mother was a nurse and
my father was an elementary school
principal. My dad was just wonderful. He
was never one to talk down to us. He was
either explaining things or just listening to
what we had to say no matter how cock-
eyed it was. I came honestly by that
connection to teaching and just
respecting kids.'
Coming from Jon, that is no glib, crowd-
pleasing explanation justifying why he
writes for children. He is tuned-in to how
children see the world around them and
he likes their view of it. He cites 7 to 8 year
olds as his favourite group to teach
because they are moving between being
babies and adulthood. His observations of
them and their interaction in class has
provided the impetus to many of his
stories. 'The most important respons-
ibility that kids' writers have is to realise
what an intense audience they are. Kids
really take the stories that touch them to
heart. Almost all my stories come from
fairy tales and fables and nursery rhymes.
I use those forms to get the meat of the
story right out of the lives of kids. The
Squids will be Squids stories are lifted
right out of the lives of my kids and their
friends.' It is the teasing interplay between
the familiar original and an often bizarre

reworking that so delights his audience.
The stories are many layered and the
approachable picture book formats with
their striking Lane Smith illustrations
belie their depth. Adults sometimes miss
the point, he ruefully acknowledges,
citing some of the US reviews of Squids
will be Squids which did not catch the
connection of the stories with real life.

If you arc an ant and
arc §omg to dump your

best friend for a new one,
you sbould foiow tbat

,Ecbidna is anoibcr name
for Spiny $ntcatcr.

Jon is undoubtedly seen as a writer who
appeals directly to children, sometimes
bypassing the usual adult mediators. He
relishes that role and has a shrewd
explanation for it. 'When I've looked over
my books I realise that my ultimate
message is just to tell kids to think for
themselves. I ask them to look at things
and decide for themselves what they think
is going on.'
Asking children to think about what the
story is telling them and whether it is by a
reliable narrator came from his
fascination with form and where the story
is coming from. Jon sees children's books
as an ideal place for playing with this
because, though many adults are worried
about it, children love it. 'Kids are just in
the middle of learning about form and
they are so fresh in their responses. In The
Stinky Cheese Man the jokes are almost
all about breaking forms. Like the title

page being in the wrong place. They've
just learnt that the title page should be at
the beginning and they love pointing out
that it is in the wrong place. I've had it
pointed out to me loads of times.' The
empowering message combined with Jon
and Lane Smith's witty breaking and
remaking of traditional forms of both
storytelling and illustrations have also
caused them to be seen as being
deliberately subversive. 'I'm now lumped
with all the subversive types like Roald
Dahl who was another guy who
championed kids and who told them to
think for themselves and to challenge
authority. And, Dr Seuss, who was so
radical when I was a kid. He just blew on
us, like someone subversive in the best
sense.'
Jon's combination of radical and funny
stories firmly rooted in the oldest
traditions of storytelling has taken the US
by storm. A decade after its publication
The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs! has
sold over 4 million copies and been
translated across the world. The Stinky
Cheese Man and other Fairly Stupid Tales
scooped the prestigious Caldecott Medal,
much to the alarm of purists who were
unhappy with a book that had pages
printed upside down, a title page in the
middle and narrators who skip in and out
of familiar stories. Maths Curse rewrote
both maths and story and laid to rest years
of stodgy, off putting teaching. So much so
that in France it won the Salon du Livre
prize for the Best Translated Book in
France.
Not that Jon thought success came
quickly at the time although now, with his
better knowledge and understanding of
publishing, he can see how unusual and
remarkable his sales figures have been. 'At
the time, we just thought the publishers
should have printed more first time. We
were very naive.' It was, after all, the
reward for the gamble his wife had
persuaded him to take in having a year off
teaching to try his hand as a writer. 'I
began to appreciate the ditch-digging
element of writing. It's about showing up
and trying.' In his case, teamed up with
Lane Smith, Jon Scieszka showed up, kept
on trying and in doing so has saved many
children throughout the world from the
struggle that reading might have been. He
will certainly join Dr Seuss as one of the
great innovators in children's reading.

Julia Eccleshare is the children's books editor of The Guardian.
Photograph of Jon Scieszka courtesy of Penguin Children's Books.

The Books
(published in hardback by Viking and
in paperback by Puffin)
With Lane Smith:
The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs!,
0 14 054056 3, £4.99 pbk
Squids will be Squids, 0 670 88227 5,
£12.99 hbk, 0 14 056523 X, £5.99 pbk
The Stinky Cheese Man and other
Fairly Stupid Tales, 0 14 054896 3,
£5.99 pbk
Maths Curse, 0 14 056381 4, £5.99 pbk
With Steve Johnson:
The Frog Prince Continued,
0 14 054285 X, £4.99 pbk
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Despite the shift in emphasis in
adult publishing from the
transmission of national traditions
to more transnational narratives,
there is little equivalent publishing
for children. Very few children's
books by foreign writers and
illustrators are published in Britain.
Why is this? Author Michael
Morpurgo explores the issues.

F
our years ago I was in Nantes talking in my garbled
French to a class of fourteen year olds in a college. As
is usually the case in France the students were well
prepared, had read a great deal and were interested.
They were full of questions. One of the boys asked me

what I was writing now. The story of Joan of Arc, I replied. They
were surprised at this. One of them said,
'But you're English.'
'Correct,' I said. 'What of it?'
'Well,' (and the boy hesitated here, a little nervously), 'Well you
burnt her.'
'Me?'
'Oui, les Anglais. Vous.'
At this I confess I became a little riled, and decided to give them
a short sharp history lesson.
And who are the English?' I asked them. 'Where did they come
from?'
They looked puzzled at this, lots of gallic shrugs.
'Have you heard of William the Conquerer?'
More shrugs - interesting that - a big fish in our history, a minnow
in theirs. So I explained all about how the French/
Normans/Vikings (whatever you choose to call them) invaded
England in 1066.
'We didn't have a Joan of Arc to save us and made the fatal
mistake of looking up at all those eyecatching arrows, so we lost.
England became effectively a Norman kingdom, French. So by the
time three centuries later when William's descendants invaded
and occupied large swathes of France, the English had become
French, if you see what I'm saying.'
It took them a while to see it.
'So,' I finished, 'You could say couldn't you, that after all it was the
French who invaded France and burnt Joan of Arc?'
Silence.
A year later I was in a comprehensive school in Devon. They were
not so well prepared, so I had to do a bit of a talk to get them in
the mood. I was telling them about the book I had just finished,
Joan of Arc of Domremy'. There were a lot of very blank faces. So
I asked them
'What do you know of Joan of Arc?'
English shrugs this time - How I hate shrugging! A hand went up.
'Wasn't she burnt at the stake?'
'What for?' I asked.

Another hand went up.
'Because she was a witch.'
'And was she a witch?'
'Yes.'
So, over five hundred years after her death the propaganda lives
on. It is no exaggeration to say that such misunderstandings as
these cause wars - look no further than Ireland or the Balkans.
And what are these misunderstandings? Partly sheer ignorance,
partly propaganda, and the more ignorance there is, of course,
the more propaganda flourishes. We all know that. Yet ignorance
of our own history is widespread, and ignorance of the history of
others seemingly endemic. It is of course understandable and
natural that history should begin at home and radiate outwards.
But there is little sense of even that kind of history among young
people - they 'do' the Victorians - what there is radiates outwards
hardly at all. We may know about Henry V and the victory at
Agincourt (Shakespeare was a fairly effective propagandist), but
do we know about Joan of Arc and the defeat at Patay? Probably
not. And in a way I suppose we should not expect any detailed
knowledge of the history and culture of other peoples. 1 am fairly
average in this regard I expect. I know a bit about France, about
America, a little about Holland, practically nothing about
Bulgaria, Botswana or Belgium. That's a pity but not disastrous.
What we have to do surely in this ever shrinking ever more
interdependent world is to keep learning, keep our hearts open,
and our ability to empathise alive so that understanding between
peoples and cultures can grow. How is this to be done?

oan's capture, from Joan of Are,
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For me, and I know it is unfashionable and I don't care, the
greatest interactive medium is the book - something that is
inclined to be forgotten. To make a book live, a writer needs a
reader. The reader makes of the tale what she will. So much is left
to her. Reading a book is an effort of understanding and empathy.
We live with the characters as they unfold the story. We see the
world as they see it. Without the reader's imaginative input the
characters simply cannot do it. It is because of that complex
relationship that book reading is such an intensely involving
experience, which is why it is through literature that we learn so
many of the great lessons, that our eyes can be opened, that
arrogance and complacency and prejudice and propaganda can
be peeled away.

A one-eyed view of the world
Imagine if you will a people who are reluctant to learn other
languages, reluctant to show films in other languages, reluctant to
publish books in other languages. The children in this society
would have a fairly one eyed view of the world. They would not
learn how other young people from other countries live and have
their being, how their histories and cultures had formed them.
Such children would grow into adults who would care little about
what happens beyond their borders, and would simply continue
to rely on the offered stereotypes, would continue to soak
themselves in the learned propaganda. They would, would they
not, be in danger of becoming an ignorant people, indifferent,
isolationist and arrogant. Are we in danger of becoming such a
people? I hope not, but I fear we may be drifting that way.
In this country our children can read fewer books by foreign
writers (by this I mean here writers in other languages) than in
any country in Europe. Why is this? Because there are very few
published here. Why is this? Because of the predominance of the
English language, and because translation costs money, because
finding the best of foreign writers is difficult in a country not
renowned for familiarity with other tongues.
Familiarity with tongues. It's all part of the same problem. In
Holland when the children watch television from the UK, from
Italy, from Germany they hear it in the original language, it is
subtitled not dubbed. Their ear is open, receptive, their mind
stays open, receptive. Stay in Holland - yes they read their own
authors avidly but English and American books in translation are
everywhere. Go to France (like ourselves, not renowned for
speaking the language of others) - something like 50% of the
Gallimard Folio Junior, Folio Cadet list are from foreign writers -
though they clearly don't yet have enough good books on Joan of

Arc! So the Dutch and the French (and many others) can read
stories that take place in contemporary urban Glasgow, or rural
Devon a century ago, or in Ireland during the potato famine.
They learn as they read, intrigued by the differences, surprised
perhaps by the similarities, growing in understanding, in empathy
all the while.

Books in translation
Many of our major children's publishers have less than 5% of their
lists from non English speaking countries. Of course there are
good reasons for this. The UK and Ireland, the US and Australia
and New Zealand and Canada are between them a most
wonderfully rich and convenient source of authors and
illustrators, who write about cultures more or less familiar to us,
who sell well. There are obvious commercial advantages in
building an author across the entire English speaking world.
Perhaps our publishers don't need to look elsewhere, but they
must, and to be fair many already are. Certainly if they seek they
will find. Someone first found and translated Hans Andersen,
Grimm, Perrault, Aesop, Tin Tin, Babar, Asterix, Dumas, Jules
Verne, Ann Holm and a few others besides. They've sold a few
copies over the years! At least one publisher, Egmont Children's
Books, is now committed to increasing substantially over the next
18 months their list of foreign sourced books. And when they do,
and others do, I hope the reviewers and bookshops will be
supportive. Without them nothing will change.
I recall not too long ago a wonderful French book, The Last
Giants by Frangois Place - winner of every conceivable prize in
France - translated and published here by Pavilion (and
beautifully produced too), but rarely seen in bookshops. Possible
reasons - strange looking illustrations, strange shape, strange
story. For strange we should perhaps read 'etranger', read
foreign. Something can only become unstrange when it becomes
familiar. Chicken and egg. And we must invite foreign writers over
here at our festivals. We must have them talking to our children.
It happens the other way. Many of our writers and illustrators,
Quentin Blake, Anne Fine, Anthony Horowitz, and many others
are invited to Europe, into schools and conferences and town
halls.
For the many children I speak to in France or Holland or
elsewhere I am often the first English person they have ever
known, and they do know me through my books, and so they know
England a little more. Their understanding is widened, deepened
- and so is mine. •

From The Last Giants.

This article is the text of a talk that
was first delivered at the presentation
of the 1999 Marsh Award for books in
translation.

Michael Morpurgo's Joan of Arc
(discussed in BfK 114) is published by
Pavilion. His latest book is Kensuke's
Kingdom (Heinemann/Mammoth).
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Assessing the Carnegie
The winners of this year's Library Association Carnegie ar

book awards in the UK, will be announced on July

Harry Potter in Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban is, of course,
the famous orphan whose parents were murdered hy the evil wizard, Lord
Voldemort, but only one of the other children featured in this year's
Carnegie shortlist novels fares much better than Harry on the parental
front.

Kaninda's parents (Little Soldier) are murdered in a genocidal conflict of
the kind all too familiar from current world events while Nat (King of
Shadows) is also an orphan. Dolphin's single parent mum (The
Illustrated Mum) is a manic depressive while Ashley's (Tightrope) is
disabled by rheumatoid arthritis. Both need a great deal of looking after
by their daughters. Jacob (Postcards from No Man's Land) has left the
parental home and moved in with his grandmother in a novel in which
family secrets are gradually revealed. After Eliot's mother's tragic death
(The Rinaldi Ring) his father cannot cope and Eliot goes to live with
some cousins. Kit (Kit's Wilderness) at least lives in a (now minority)
family unit which includes both a functioning mother and father but the
plot focuses on his relationship with Askew, a deeply unhappy child
whose family life is a nightmare of suffering.

But if the parent, or lack of parent, is a unifying theme on this Carnegie
shortlist, the chosen novels are otherwise a disparate bunch, not least in
terms of literary quality. As the 'Booker of the playground' prepares to
announce its winner, it appears that the debate about the function of the
UK's most prestigious children's book award which raged last year, is
probably far from over.

Perhaps the most traditional title included on this shortlist is Susan
Cooper's King of Shadows, a time slip novel in which a boy involved in
a production of A Midsummer Night's Dream at the new Globe theatre
goes back into the past to meet Will Shakespeare himself. Housekeepers
'bustle' and 'skuttle' as they are wont to do in this kind of children's
fiction and, seeing Shakespeare at work with a quill, Nat 'longs to be able
to hand him a ballpoint pen'. Yet this novel is agreeably done, with a real
excitement about acting and Shakespeare that will engage young readers.

Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban starts well with home life at
the Dursleys (Harry's vile Uncle, Aunt and cousin) once more hilariously
depicted. JK Rowling's inventiveness does not flag but, while aficionados
will not be deterred, there is an off-putting unwieldiness to her action led
narrative.

In Little Soldier Bernard Ashley breaks new ground with assurance in a
novel about two young soldiers - Kaninda the traumatised boy soldier
refugee and Laura, his adoptive sister, dragooned into god's army by her
overbearing mother. As always, Ashley's distinctive dialogue captures the
tones of South London but his narrative voice is sometimes in danger of

becoming a self parody ('Now she put down the knife, for steadying
herself). At other times his sharp eye for detail conveys the essence of a
situation with economy — a landscape is, for example, 'dyed pink by the
rising sun: the colour of blood wetting a dress'. This book is a
considerable achievement.

Aidan Chambers' Postcards from No Man's Land is an ambitious saga
in which identity issues are explored via family history. The text is
overladen (homosexuality, euthanasia, the battle for Arnhem, the inner
child) and often teacherly. It would have benefited from being cut by a
third. However, there is much for older readers to enjoy here, in
particular its European feel. Jenny Nimmo's The Rinaldi Ring is another
novel that links the present with a past conflict, in this case the First
World War. Eliot is haunted by a young woman whose fiance has been
killed and who appears to lose her sanity. The novel is atmospheric if not
entirely convincing.

Jacqueline Wilson's The Illustrated Mum demonstrates her considerable

The Carnegie Shortlist
King of Shadows by Susan Cooper (The Bodley Head, 0 370 32620 2, £10.99)

Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban by J K Rowling (Bloomsbury,
07475 4215 5, £10.99)

Little Soldier by Bernard Ashley (Orchard Books, 1 86039 879 0, £4.99)

Postcards from No Man's Land by Aidan Chambers (The Bodley Head,
0 370 32376 9, £10.99)

The Rinaldi Ring by Jenny Nimmo (Mammoth, 0 7497 2819 1, £4.99)

The Illustrated Mum by Jacqueline Wilson (Corgi Yearling, 0 440 86368 6, £3.99)

Tightrope by Gillian Cross (Oxford University Press, 0 19 271750 2, £5.99)

Kit's Wilderness by David Almond (Hodder, 0 340 77885 7, £10.00)
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talent for seeing events, in this case in all their awfulness, as they are for
her child protagonists. There is a passionate commitment in Wilson's
writing to the child but the neglected Dolphin and her sister remain
curiously one dimensional. Events in this novel are desperately painful
and yet the reader is not deeply engaged. Gillian Cross's Tightrope covers
similar territory for an older age group as Ashley devotes herself to her
disabled mum. This novel has elements of the psychological thriller as
Ashley acts out her need to escape in dangerous ways. Ashley is a
character with a convincing inner world but Cross's plot and
denouement become increasingly implausible as they attempt to straddle
reality and metaphor.

David Almond's Kit's Wilderness has a beautifully modulated narrative
that resonates with meaning as he explores the impact of time on the
present: 'The beast called Time is our great predator' says Kit's geography
teacher and death is unselfconsciously the theme of this subtle yet
accessible novel. Almond won the Carnegie last year for Skellig, Had he
not, Kit's Wilderness would be vying for my vote with Little Soldier for
this year's Medal.

The Greenaway
Thank goodness only one book on this year's Greenaway shortlist is from
a previous winner as opposed to four on last year's shortlist. Helen
Oxenbury's Alice's Adventures in Wonderland is a radical reframing of
a classic text that popularises it for a younger audience. There is a
disconcerting disjuncture between Oxenbury's ingenue Alice and the
complexity of her thoughts but the interpretation is fresh and lively.

Chris RiddelPs Castle Diary is non-fiction disguised as a diary and while
he is inventive and witty, the subject matter and design of the book
cramp his style. This is very good Riddell but not the inspired, caustic,
outrageous Riddell we know from his interpretations of Philip Ridley's
books and such picture books as Something Else and Angus Rides the
Goods Train.

Lauren Child's Clarice Bean That's Me is a well observed portrait of
contemporary family life which makes bold and wild use of the page and
carries off its unconventionality with aplomb. It has its weak spots but
would make a possible winner. Kevin Hawkes's Weslandia is zany in a
more painterly way, his suburban back streets and gardens presented from
challenging perspectives.

From The Sea-Thing Child.

Simon James has the disadvantage of a style that is reminiscent of
Quentin Blake or James Stevenson and thereby invites comparisons. His
Days Like This is a pleasant collection of poems but one that lacks grit
and perhaps it is this lack of bite that leaves me feeling so-whatish about
his interpretations. Christian Birmingham's Wombat Goes Walkabout
makes intense use of texture and colour but there is an occasional
uneasiness in his use of lighting which lends a static quality to some of
the illustrations.

Kathy Henderson's The Storm makes inventive use of the page in a well
sequenced story but alongside Patrick Benson's The Sea-Thing Child,
her draftsmanship lacks edge. The sheer technical skill and verve that
Benson brings to his interpretation of Hoban's poignant story and in
particular to the creature, is hard to match. The Sea-Thing Child is
undoubtedly the most accomplished book on this Greenaway shortlist
and it deserves to win. •

Rosemary Stones is Editor of Books for Keeps.

bmbat Goes

WALKABOUT,

The Greenaway Shortlist
Alice's Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll, ill. by Helen Oxenbury (Walker Days Like This ed. and ill. by Simon James (Walker Books, 0 7445 6133 7, £10.99)
Books, 0 7445 6124 8, £14.99) Wombat Goes Walkabout by Michael Morpurgo, ill. by Christian Birmingham
Castle Diary by Richard Plate, ill. by Chris Riddell (Walker Books, 0 7445 2880 1, (Collins, 0 00 198221 4, £10.99)
£!4.99) The Storm by Kathy Henderson (Walker Books, 0 7445 4435 1, £9.99)
Clarice Bean That's Me by Lauren Child (Orchard Books, 1 84121 029 3, £10.99) The Sea,Thing Child by Russell Hoban, ill. by Patrick Benson (Walker Books,
Weslandia by Paul Fleischman, ill. by Kevin Hawkes (Walker Books, 0 7445 4099 2, 0 7445 6743 2, £10.99)
£9.99)
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KNOWING ABOUT CHILDREN'S
LITERATURE

In order to Inspire and enthuse
young readers, teachers need an in-
depth knowledge of children's
literature. But how can this be
acquired? Prue Goodwin explains.

O
ne of the most pleasing aspects of the National Literacy Strategy
(NLS) was the commitment to literature at the heart of
children's experience as they learn to read. Many teachers (the
ones reading this article, for example) have always recognised

the importance of literature in the classroom. It is so obvious that books
and literacy go hand-in-hand that it almost seems unnecessary to make
a statutory requirement out of it. But there it is - in the new National
Curriculum document (DfEE and QCA 1999) - pupils should become
'enthusiastic and critical readers' of literature.

Such a requirement would be simple to achieve if all teachers had a
working knowledge of children's books; but not all do. Many teachers
may be brilliant in their subject areas but it is unrealistic to expect them
all to know about children's books — or to understand the part literature
plays in literacy learning. Teachers need to know how children learn to
read, the most successful teaching methods and the most effective
resources. The resources are books; books that provide the focus for
teaching, books to be read aloud, books for children to read
independently and books to be shared. It is also most important that
teachers are able to communicate enthusiasm about books regardless of
their personal interest. So how can teachers acquire such a broad
knowledge of children's literature?

Initial teacher training
Most of my colleagues in teacher education would agree that trainee
primary teachers ought to develop a confident grounding in children's
literature whilst at college. Ensuring that they do so, however, is far from
straightforward. Teacher educators also have a 'National Curriculum'.
Teaching: High status, high standards (DfEE 1998) is a 138-page
document describing 'requirements for courses of initial teacher
training'. There is nothing in it that acknowledges the need for teachers
to know about children's books. It uses the word literature only once —
when it states that trainees must be taught to use 'oral and written
activities which require pupils to make critical and imaginative responses
to aspects of literature'. Unfortunately, lecturers dedicated to including
sessions on children's literature for their students have often had to fight
to find space in their tight teaching schedules to ensure that this
happens. There is a great deal to fit into initial teacher training. Possibly
it could be argued that courses on children's literature are more suited to
an on-going programme of in-service training, once the newly qualified
teachers are in schools.

Children's literature in further
professional studies
There are plenty of sources of information about children's books -
journals, associations, library services and websites — but these are no
substitute for personal contacts with knowledgeable lecturers and fellow
practitioners. The best starting point to learn about children's literature

Some local authorities have well informed advisers that will visit schools
and some lucky ones still have a schools library service to offer support.
Specialist literacy centres - such as, the Centre for Language in Primary
Education (CLPE), the Reading and Language Information Centre
(RALIC) and REACH (formerly the National Library for the
Handicapped Child) — provide courses and conferences throughout the
UK, either about children's literature or about its place in literacy
teaching. Certain university colleges regularly run seminars and
conferences with a variety of opportunities to consider children's
literature. For example, there is a biannual conference at Homerton
College in Cambridge, a termly reading club for teachers at University
College Worcester, a Spring term conference at Manchester
Metropolitan University and, this year, an International Summer School
at the University of Surrey, Roehampton. For the more academic, it is
possible to study for an MA in children's literature at universities in
Nottingham, Reading, Roehampton, Wales and Warwick.

'Calling all teachers!'
There is a need for regular INSET provision for all teachers, not just the
ones who attend courses in their own time. At the very least one staff
meeting a term should be dedicated to literature. Thousands of pounds
were spent on books during the Year of Reading but the NLS training
offered scant support in developing awareness in this area. There is little
value in spending money on tools if the workers don't know how to use
them. Despite the lack of attention in the training materials, however,
the intention of the NLS regarding teacher knowledge about books is
clearly illustrated by this quote from one of the training cassettes.

The first thing of all I would say no matter how bogged down you feel by
following all of this [training] — and no matter how worried you are about
whether you understand all the Framework objectives — the first thing you've
got to do is somehow find the time to feel enthusiastic as a reader. Go out and
buy some books; borrow some books; soak yourself in children's literature, and
enjoy it. I hope [at training courses] there's always a good book display and
there's always time for teachers to browse and share favourites. If the teachers
don't do that, then children never will.

Chris Buckton, NLS Trainer's Cassette 4, Side 1 (DfEE 1998)

More courses on children's literature are essential but it is also necessary
for education managers to recognise the importance of all teachers
attending them. Effective teachers of literacy set about the task of
creating readers with the best tools available - children's books. •

For information about conferences and
courses mentioned in this article please
send a sae to:

Prue Goodwin, Reading and
Language Information Centre, The
University of Reading, Bulmershe
Court, Reading RG6 1HY

Prue Goodwin taught in primary
and middle schools for over 20 years
before becoming Director of INSET
with the Reading and Language
Information Centre at the University of
Reading.

is on a course.
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NEWS
The Reading Relay
Children all over the country will be taking part in the Reading Relay, a
massive summer reading challenge organised through the nation's public
libraries. 4,700 public libraries will be inviting children to their local
library to enrol in the first ever UK Reading Relay Team! They will receive
their own special collector wallet and, as they borrow and read books over
the summer, they will get record cards to store in their Relay wallet. On the
back of each card they can record what they thought and felt about the
book. To complete the challenge children must collect all six cards by the
end of the summer holidays. On presenting their completed wallet, they
receive their Reading Relay Certificate and Medal - just like a real
Olympiad! For further information contact your local library.

LETTERS TO THE
EDITOR

But is it literature?
Dear Editor
While I am in full agreement with
Nicolette Jones (BfK 122, May '00)
that well-crafted children's books
should not be dismissed merely
because they are written 'for
children', I would point out that if
we are discussing the Whitbread
Award then surely a book needs to
be more than just well-crafted?
Harry Potter is well-crafted. Harry
Potter is enormous fun, Harry
Potter is enormously successful.
But literature he is not. Yet over the
past year or so, mass market
bestsellers which might quite
reasonably be expected to walk off
with the Smarties, the Sheffield,
the Federation, have been
appearing on shortlists such as, for
example, the Guardian, the
Whitbread, the Carnegie, all of
which have hitherto been looked
upon as awards for the more
'literary' type book.
This would never happen in the
adult field (well, it hasn't to date)
so why is it happening with
children's books? Is it also
happening in other countries, or is
it a British phenomenon? And if so,
what has brought it about? And
furthermore, does it matter?
All theories welcome!
Jean Ure
88 Southbridge Road, Croydon
CRO 1AF

Powerful heroines
Dear Editor
Rosalind Kerven compresses a
great deal into her article (BfK,
May 2000) to answer the question
'are traditional tales blatantly

sexist' all of which is excellent.
However, in saying 'even The
Arabian Nights yields two
unforgettably powerful heroines'
(Shahrazad and Farizad) I think
she sells that marathon
masterpiece short. It is jam packed
with heroic, powerful, stoical, wily,
outrageous females, as well as
many more 'conventional' types.
There are for example: The
Princess who frees the man turned
into an ape; the Warrior Princess
Abrizah; Budur who roams the
world to rescue Karamalazan;
Maymunah the jinniah who
almost destroys the disgusting
Dahnash; Sympathy the Learned
who confounds the mullahs;
Yamlika, Queen of the Under
Earth; Dalilah the Wily and her
even wilier daughter Zaynab, who
tames two regiments of police
single handed; Zumurrud the
slave girl who becomes a 'king';
Marjiana, the real force behind the
story of All Baba; Zaina the Chick
Pea Seller's Daughter, who re-
educates the insolent Sultan's son;
to say nothing of the Woman and
her Five Suitors, the anonymous
heroine, one among many tales
with a whole book called 'The
Wiles of Women', devoted to them.
The whole point underlying the
various stories in The Thousand
and One Nights is that Shahrazad
is teaching King Shahrayar that
men neither can nor should seek
to control women.
And one must not forget
Sharazad's young sister Dunyazad
who risks her life along with the
storyteller.
Robert Leeson
18 McKenzic Road, Broxbourne,
Herts. EN10 7JH

•OBITUARY-

Diana Ross 1910-2000
Diana Ross's Little Red Engine series (see Classics in Short, p28) began as
a goodnight story for her nephew who lived in a house above a railway
cutting on a branch line. As a child she had told stories to her brother and
sister and this awareness of the listener shaped her style, cf the
memorable rendition of the noises of the trains ('chuffa chuffa chuff, dig-
a-dig-dig'). Ross also wrote magical tales for older readers.

PRIZES
The Signal Poetry Award 2000
The winner of the Signal Poetry Award is Christopher Reid's All Sorts
(Ondt & Gracehoper, 161 York Way, London N7 9LN, £7.50 post free, direct
from the publisher). The judges (Peter Hollindale and Sophie Hannah)
describe it as 'a miniature classic of children's poetry'. They continue: 'just
about everything you would hope that poetry might offer to a child is to
be found at some point in these fifty pages...'

The Aventis Prize
The £10,000 Junior Prize in the Aventis Prize for Science Books has been
won by Peter Bond's DK Guide to Space. It was voted for by students from
31 schools after the adult jury had selected a shortlist of six. Chair of
judges, David Bellamy, described the book as a 'Marvel comic of a science
book'.

The Branford Boase Award
The winner of the first ever Branford
Boase Award is Katharine Roberts for
Song Quest (Element). Roberts was
presented with her £1,000 award for
an outstanding first-time novel for
children on 22 June. As well as
celebrating a promising new writer
in the field of children's books, the
Branford Boase Award also
celebrates the editor's role in
identifying and nurturing new writers. Katharine Roberts and her editor,
Barry Cunningham, each received a specially commissioned carved book
based on Tony Ross's Branford Boase logo.

The Bisto Book of the Year Award
The winner of this year's Bisto Book of the Year Award (Ireland's most
prestigious children's book award) is Marilyn Taylor's Faraway Home
(O'Brien Press). It is reviewed on p26 of this issue of BfK.

Scottish Arts Council Children's Book Awards
The winning titles were Debi Gliori's Mr Bear's New Baby (Orchard),
Margaret Ryan and Priscilla Lament's The Queen's Birthday Hat (Puffin),
Richard Brassey and Stewart Ross's The Story of Scotland (Dolphin),
Judith O'Neill's Whirlwind (Barrington Stoke) and Julie Bertagna's
Soundtrack (Mammoth). The winning authors and illustrators received a
total of £5,000.

REGIONAL PRIZES
The Angus Book Award
This year's Angus Book Award has been won by Tim Bowler's Shadows
(Oxford University Press). The winner was chosen by third-year Angus
school students who voted in a secret ballot. This is the second time that
Bowler has won this award.

EVENTS
A World of Literacy is a day conference on Saturday 30 September for
those interested in children, literacy and literature. Speakers include
Gervase Phinn, Verna Wilkins, Philip Ridley and Viv Edwards. It takes
place at the Reading and Language Information Centre, University of
Reading. Details from RALIC (tel: 0118 931 8820, fax: 0118 931 6801).

Children's Literature International Summer
School is being held from 30 July-13 August at the
University of Surrey, Roehampton. It is not a conference
but 'a concentrated period of study' during which
delegates will participate in seminars and attend
lectures. Themes will include interrogation of
multiculturalism, work on children's literature in
translation and the treatment of disability in children's
books. Further information from NCRCL (tel: 020 8392
3008, fax:02083923819).

Planning Ahead: Revitalising the School Library
This residential conference for secondary school librarians is held from
18-20 October at Grantley Hall near Ripon. Speakers include Melvin
Burgess, Rosie Rushton and Dave Wilkinson. Details from Catherine
Dobson, North Yorkshire School Library Service, 21 Grammar School
Lane, Northallerton, North Yorkshire DL6 IDF (tel: 01609 776162).
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9,'d written . , .
Malprie Blackman on
Louis Sachar's Holes, the
most moving, exciting,
thrilling book she's read
in a long, long time...
Holes was an unexpected delight.
When I started this book, I had no
idea what to expect. Two hours later,
I was breathless with excitement at
having experienced the most
moving, exciting, thrilling book I'd
read in a long, long time. Stanley
Yelnats (a deliberate palindrome!) is
sent to a detention camp in Texas
for 'bad boys' - the euphemistically
named Camp Green Lake. The
camp is set in a barren desert-like
place where 'if you take a bad boy
and make him dig a hole every day

in the hot sun, it will turn him
into a good boy'. A strong narrator
voice leads you into the plot like a
story-teller weaving magic
around a campfire. The different
strands in the stoiy appear out of
the blue, leaving you wondering
why they're there and where
they're going. But they all weave
around each other to produce
something as unpredictable as it
is wonderful. At the end of the
story the past and the present mesh together so perfectly, I had
pleasurable tingles running up and down my spine. I will
certainly be reading this book again. And again. I loved it.
Louis Sachar's Holes, reviewed in BfK 120, is published by
Bloomsbury, 0 7475 4648 7, £10.99 hbk (0 7475 4459 X, £5.99 pbk,
Oct 2000). Malorie Blackman's latest books are Forbidden Game,
Puffin, 0 14 130321 2, £3.99 pbk (see review in BfK 122) and Tell
Me No Lies, Macmillan, 0 330 36820 6, £3.99 pbk (see review in
BfK 119).

GOOD READS
Chosen by Year 8 and Year 9 (12-14
year old) pupils of The King's School,
Worcester.
Thanks to Alison Scaiff,
School Librarian.
Ultramarine
Jenny Nimmo, Mammoth, 0 7497 0927 8, £3.99
pbk

This story is set on a beach in the 19th century.
The children's house is right on the beach, and
they have always been near it. Nell is a shy little
girl. She never leaves her brother for long, and
adores him. I would say she is roughly 8 or 9. She
is quite short with blonde hair. Ned, her brother, is
fond of Nell. He is about 12, tall and has a mop of
dark brown hair. The story is told in third person,
and as the story progresses, you find yourself
sharing the emotions felt by the characters. The
story starts when Nell and Ned's mother goes
away for a short time. Their grandmother and
aunt come to look after them. Then they meet a
strange man on the beach. They take him home
with them and let him stay. Then their past
unfolds and the stranger has something to do with
it. This story gives me a very tense atmosphere. I
couldn't wait for the next thing to happen. It also
made me feel and think like the children. I really
enjoyed this book.

Laura Hughes

Polgara the Sorceress
David and Leigh Eddings, Voyager,
0586213147, £7.99 pbk

This is an introductory book into the wonderful
and mystical world of David Eddings, a world
where old is getting into your late thousands and
being turned into a toad is the least of your
problems. In this book we are taken through a
journey of Polgara the Sorceress' life, which starts
at her childhood when her sister was still alive.
They lived with their uncle because their mother
had faked her death and their father had left them
and their mother. Polgara's sister marries the king
of a very powerful land just before she dies. It is
many years before Polgara gets over it but, when

Clockwise from top
left: Laura Hughes,
Ben Maxwell, Alex
Phillips-Broadhurst
and Rebecca Seales.

she does, she is ready to learn magic. Her mother
starts to talk to her and teach her how to do things,
like metamorphosis, unknown to her returned
father and her uncles. With her new skills she
heads out to do good for the world she lives in.

This is a brilliant book which starts your thirst to
read the rest in the series. There is a sister book to
this (or, as it could be, 'brother book' ) which is
written from the point of view of Polgara's father,
Belgarath, which is also a riveting read.

Ben Maxwell
Close to the Wind
Pete Goss, Ulverscroft Large Print Books,
0708991009, £17.99

Close to the Wind is written by Pete Goss. It is a
true story about how he gave up his chance of
winning the Vendee Globe and pulled the near-
dead French sailor Raphael Dinelli from his life
raft in hurricane force winds in the middle of the
ocean.

The Vendee Globe is a single handed race around
the world. Close to the Wind tells the story of Pete
Goss's remarkable voyage. Pete Goss began sailing
in the marines and progressed to ocean sailing
competitions. His dream was always to compete
in the Vendee Globe.

It was a struggle but he finally collected enough
sponsorship money to compete. However,
everything didn't go smoothly in the race. The
winds strengthened and a lot of boats were in
trouble including Raphael Dinelli's. Thankfully
Pete Goss turned back and saved him in a
remarkable show of bravery.

Close to the Wind is an excellent book and I would
highly recommend it even if you aren't a keen

Alex Phillips-Broadhurst

Blood Tide

Melvin Burgess, Andersen, 0 86264 833 5, £14.99
hbk

London is in ruins, in the hands of two powerful,
warring families of ganglords, the Volsons and the
Conors. In a vain attempt to cement a truce
between the two sides Val Volson offers Conor the
hand of his only daughter, 14 year old Signy. The
wedding feast is dramatically disrupted by a dead
prisoner with one eye, who comes back to life and
causes terror and distrust from both sides, each
suspecting the other of a trick. Only after the
prisoner has disappeared as mysteriously as he
arrived are the people convinced that he is the God
Odin, come to play a part in the affairs of men.

This newest tale by Melvin Burgess is a compelling
tale of war, revenge, love and hate, intrigue, magic
and destiny. It is, on one level, the story of warring
families, deep rooted hatred and distrust, and one
girl's attempt to change war into peace, and on
another it is a harrowing tale of revenge and
treachery, a warning of what could happen if men
try to change the patterns of destiny. In my
opinion this is easily Melvin Burgess's best and
most ambitious book to date and it makes an
amazing story. I would recommend this book to
anyone above the age of 13, because although it is
quite long, it's so absorbing that you probably
won't want to put it down anyway. Anyone who
wants a riveting and utterly believable book with
excellent twists should run out and buy this right
now. , . ,

Rebecca Seales •
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Reviews (of both hardback and paperback fiction and non-fiction) are grouped for convenience into both age categories and under
teaching range. Within each section, you will find reviews for younger children at the beginning. Books and children being varied and
adaptable, we suggest that you look either side of your area. More detailed recommendations for use can often be found within the review.
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Books About Children's Books
Hand in Hand -
emotional
development through
literature

***Judy Hunter, Sheila Phillips and
NoreenWetton, Saffire Press,
72pp, 1 901564 03 7, £7.95 pbk
While many of us are aware that
books can help children with their
emotional development, this guide
shows us how to go about enabling
this process in the classroom. Aimed
directly at the literacy hour, the book
introduces seven themes with
particular stories and lesson plans.
Teachers will be able to expand these
plans and devise many further
lessons from other books on the
suggested lists or from stories they
already know. The ideas are
stimulating and easy to apply. Most
of the lesson plans include English
language teaching, ie, metaphor,
simile, style, use of language and
comprehension. But there is also
much useful discussion on emotional
needs, such as being oneself, growing

up, friendship, grief and loss, fears,
staying safe and talking about
feelings. A very useful tool for upper
and lower primary teachers. ES

Tales, Tellers and
Texts

***Edited by GabrieUe Cliff Hodges,
Mary Jane Drummond and
Morag Styles, Cassell, 192pp, 0
304 70641 8, £15.99 pbk
Tales, Tellers and Texts is the latest of
a valuable sequence of books which
have issued over the last ten years or
so from children's literature studies at
Homerton College, Cambridge. Like
its predecessors it collectively
presents a powerful case for the
importance of story and narrative in
developing literacy, and includes a
diversity of material ranging from
short critical monographs on
individual authors to reports on
classroom projects. The forms of
narrative discussed are similarly wide
ranging, and are grouped under the
subheadings of 'Oral', 'Historical',

'Visual', 'Literary', and 'New'
(technological) Narratives.
This eclecticism brings strengths and
weaknesses. On the credit side, no
reader could fail to be persuaded that
narrative is rich in multiplicity,
unified in all its variousness, and
indispensable to children's growth;
the book is an effective counterblast
to the narrow utilitarian pedantry of
some government initiatives and
current pressures on the teacher. It
gives a voice to many interests,
perspectives and critical skills.
The drawback is that, aside from its
overall pro-narrative theme, the book
has no linking argument. Apart from
a sub-group of three essays by Grant
Bage, Hugh Lupton and Fiona Collins
on the TASTE (teaching-as-
storytelling) project, the
contributions are a motley
assortment. But the quality is
generally high, and four in particular
should not be missed. Kevin
Crossley-Holland's essay on the
retelling of traditional stories is a
beautifully written, stimulating
initiation into the storyteller's craft by
one of its most versatile and gifted

practitioners. Sarah Gordon's 'Play
Out the Play' is an exemplary guide to
introducing Shakespeare in the
primary school. And there are two
essays of outstanding quality on
'Visual Narratives', Tina Hanlon's 'The
Art and the Dragon: Intertextuality in
the Pictorial Narratives of Dragon
Feathers', and Jane Doonan's essay
on Susan Hill's Beware, Beware,
illustrated by Angela Barrett.
Unfortunately Dragon Feathers, by
Andrej Dugin and Olga Dugina, is
apparently not available in Britain,
but Hanlon's critique is so
distinguished that to track down all
her primary material seems well
worth the effort. Doonan once
presented her admirable essay as a
lecture at a conference on The Wind
in the Willows. She does not mention
Grahame in the printed article, but
her readers should note the intertext
with Mole's incautious outing to the
Wild Wood.
The collection as a whole is a rewarding
hotch-potch. That may be what is
needed at a time when proponents of
narrative in education need all the
arguments that they can get. PH

Now Out in Paperback
Three, four and five star
hardbacks or trade
paperbacks previously
reviewed in BfK and now
published as mass market
paperbacks.

I Love You, Blue
Kangaroo!
PICTURE BOOK *****
Emma Chichester Clark,
Collins Picture Lions,
0 00 664684 0, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 114, January 1999:
'The illustrations glow with bright
colour and yet are simple and
accessible to the very young. This
could become a classic.'

Chicken Licken
PICTURE BOOK

*****Michael Foreman, Red Fox,
0 09 940446 X, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 115, March 1999:
'Foreman's vibrant glowing colours
are a treat in this new version of the
well-known traditional tale, and the
text flows with energy and delight.'

1 Want A Sister
PICTURE BOOK

*****Tony Ross, Collins Picture
Lions, 0 00 664730 8, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 116, May 1999:
'...a gentle lesson in sexual equality
for pre-school children, full of Ross's
brilliant touches of characterisation
and silliness.'

Where are My Chicks?
PICTURE BOOK ****
Sally Grindley, ill. Jill Newton,
Bloomsbury, 0 7475 4669 X,
£4.99
Reviewed BfK 117, July 1999:
'This gently ironic story is laid out in
double page spreads in bold opaque
colours, giving it a modern feel for all
the old style farm setting.'

You're Somebody
Special, Walliwigs!
PICTURE BOOK ****
Joan Rankin, Red Fox,
0 09 926536 2, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 118, September 1999:
'Proud mother hen at last has a chick.
Walliwigs is in fact a great black
cockatoo, but nevertheless, Mum
thinks he is gorgeous...Rankin uses
the page inventively and her
different-sized fonts and speech
bubbles add an extra layer to her
stories.'

Daddy, Will You Miss
Me?
PICTURE BOOK

*****Wendy McCormick,
ill. Jennifer Eachus, Orchard,
1841214973, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 118, September 1999:
'"My Daddy's going to work, far away
in Africa - without me" is an opening
that at once draws in the infant
reader and adult alike.'

The Second Katie
Morag Storybook
PICTURE BOOK

*****

0 09 926474 9, £5.99
Reviewed BfK 112, September 1998:
'If you have not yet met Katie Morag,
this book will be wonderful to
discover. If she is an old friend, then it
is a gem.'

My Brother Sammy
PICTURE BOOK ****
Becky Edwards, ill. David
Armitage, Bloomsbury,
0 7475 4654 1, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 117, July 1999:
'This is a picture book to treasure,
particularly by those with autism in
the family.'

Clarice Bean That's Me
PICTURE BOOK

*****Lauren Child, Orchard,
1 84121 583 X, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 118, September 1999:
'Child's spot-on portrait of
contemporary family life has an
anthropological quality reminiscent
of Posy Simmonds' Weber family in
the 70s.'

Home and School
1 84138 148 9

Sport and Leisure
1 84138 149 7

Travel and Transport
1 84138 150 0

Work and Industry
1 84138 1519
NON-FICTION

***

Mairi Hedderwick, Red Fox,

Neil Morris, Belitha 'Life in
Victorian Times', £4.99 each
Reviewed BfK 119, November 1999:
'The mixture of the (very) general text
and specific illustration in this series
is beguiling. The illustrations, which

are all Victorian in origin, are well
chosen, and the captions draw out
their detail and make broader points.'

C is for China
NON-FICTION ***
Sungwan So, Frances Lincoln,
07112 13186, £5.99
Reviewed BfK 107, November 1997:
A photographic alphabet in picture
book format suitable for National
Curriculum Geography and English
in the primary years.'

Bedrooms Through
the Ages
0 7502 2627 7

Bathrooms Through
the Ages
0 7502 2629 3
NON-FICTION

***
Richard Wood, Wayland
'Through the Ages, £4.99 each
Reviewed BfK 120, January 2000:
'Taking a linear approach, these
books trace changes in bedrooms
and in bathing habits respectively
from several thousand years BC to
modern times.'

My Dear Noel: The
Story of a Letter
from Beatrix Potter
NON-FICTION

*****
Jane Johnson, Macdonald
Young Books, 0 7500 2848 3,
£4.99
Reviewed BfK 120, January 2000:
'My Dear Noel is a most original
picture book which tells the story of
the friendship between the author
and Noel, a small boy who becomes
ill and has to stay in bed.'
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10-12 MIDDLE/
SECONDARY

The Dream Master
FICTION

****Theresa Breslin, Corgi Yearling,
0 440 86382 1, £3.99
Reviewed BJK114, January 1999:
'Cy mingles past with present when,
with the help of the Dream Master, he
brings desert sand and the young
Prince Aten back with him from his
dreams of Ancient Egypt...and offers
us an amusing glimpse of modern life
through a stranger's eyes.'

Off the Road
FICTION

*****Nina Bawden, Puffin,
0 14 130221 6, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 115, March 1999:
'Bawden has written a compelling
and convincing dystopian novel.'

The Illustrated Mum Kensuke's Kingdom
FICTION ***** FACTION

*****Jacqueline Wilson, ill. Nick
Sharratt, Corgi Yearling,
0 440 86368 6, £3.99
Reviewed BfK 118, September 1999:
To an adult reader it is soon apparent
that Dolphin's mum, Marigold, is
manic depressive...Eleven-year-old
Dolphin is the narrator and
throughout the perspective of a
somewhat confused child coping
with a situation beyond her proper
understanding is skilfully
maintained.'

The Growl ings
FICTION

****Louise Lawrence, Collins,
0 00 675464 3, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 118, September 1999:
'The star people, having spoilt their
world, have moved on to a new one...
a moral tale skilfully told.'

Michael Morpurgo,
ill. Michael Foreman,
Mammoth, 0 7497 3639 9, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 120, January 2000:
'Drawing on the true story of a
Japanese soldier who survived on his
own on an island for forty years after
the end of World War Two, this novel
will be enjoyed by those who do not
habitually read fiction as well as by
readers who do.'

Romanichal Gypsies
NON-FICTION

*****Thomas Acton and David
Gallant, Wayland 'Threatened
Cultures', 0 7502 2825 3, £5.99
Reviewed. BfK 106, September 1997:
'The complicated and often tragic
history of the Romanichals and other
Travellers is clearly and accessibly
explained but much of this book is

devoted to the present-day lives of
Travellers both here and in the U.S.'

The Sterkarm
Handshake
FICTION

*****Susan Price, Scholastic Point,
0 439 01408 5, £5.99
Reviewed BfK 120, January 2000:
'In this reversal of folk-tale visitations
(Tam Lin, True Thomas and others),
the Sterkarms' (border clans) sodden,
smelly communal life in a tower
amongst sheep and heather is the
author's stunning imaginative
creation, fed and renewed, as is much
of her earlier work, by the dark side of
ballads and tales older than writing.'

REVIEWS Under 5s Pre-School/Nursery/Infant

\t My Potfy

Want My Potty

****Tony Ross, Andersen, 22pp,
0 86264 965 X, £4.99 board
In this reissue of the 1986 classic as a
large, chunky board book, Ross's
illustrations of the Little Princess
learning that the potty's the place are
as engaging and humorous as ever. I
am, however, in two minds about
reissues such as this, where a book
originally intended for an older
audience is made into a board book
for toddlers. The intention of the
original is, I think, to allow three and
four year-olds to reflect with
amusement, and perhaps a little
chagrin, on their own potty-training
or to understand a sibling's
adventures on the same route, their
parents sharing the humour with
them.
The one or two year-old board book
reader is less sophisticated: the
pictures may well please, but, while
parts of the story will engage with
their understanding, much will be
lost. That said, families and nurseries
may be glad to replace their worn-out
copies of this well-loved book with
this sturdy board version. AG

Dog Days

***Dawn Bentley, ill. Krisztina
Nagy, David & Charles, lOpp,
1 86233 211 8, £6.99 hbk novelty
Dog Days contains what the cover
blurb describes as 'high-impact
paper mechanics'. This turns out to
mean it is a pop-up book! Each of the
spreads (and there are only five for
your money) sports dogs in a park:
grumpy Clipper eyes cheerful
Charlie; clean Clara eclipses dirty
Dusty; hairy Hamish is juxtaposed
with smooth Sylvester. The dogs are
strikingly illustrated, and words well
positioned so that flaps need to be
lifted carefully to make full sense of
the text. This is not the most
imaginative treatment I have seen of
'opposites' but the overall concept
has simple charm and may have a
place in the early years library. RB

A Special Something

***Jan Fearnley Methuen, 32pp,
0 416 19699 3, £9.99 hbk

Mummy's fat tummy is the source of
some anxiety to the little girl.
Whatever is in there? Mummy says it
is 'something special'. Could it be a
hippopotamus? Or a kangaroo? It is
good at kicking. It wriggles like a

crocodile and nudges like a teasing
monkey. It is quite a relief when an
ordinary baby brother appears. The
cosy illustrations, including Dad with
designer stubble, and a cuddly family
dog, will provide reassurance to
worried about-to-be siblings. But
why didn't they just tell the little girl it
was a baby in the first place?
However, this is a quibble in an
imaginative story, and most children
will twig immediately that the bump
is a baby and enjoy their superior
knowledge. ES

The Elephants' Ears

**Catherine Chambers,
ill. Caroline Mockford,
Barefoot Books, 32pp,
1 84148 051 7, £9.99 hbk
It is often said that the ear of the
African elephant is shaped like the
African continent. Chambers has
turned this observation into a story of
how African and Indian elephants
came to be where they are. Pondering
where her two children - large-eared,
wild wayed Mala and small-eared,
gentle Palo - might be happiest, a
mother elephant enlists the help of
Wise Eagle. He circles the earth and
with his bird's eye view locates two
areas of land whose shapes match the
ears of the two pachyderms. Mala
with a flamingo guide, and Palo with
an egret, then journey to their new
African and Indian homelands.
Mockford's chunky, child-like
illustrations in thick blocks of acrylic
colour are big and bold and for me,
have a stronger appeal than this neo-
folk tale which I really tried hard to
like. JB

Need a Trim, Jim

***Kaye Umansky, ill. Margaret
Chamberlain, Red Fox, 32pp,
0 09 926546 X, £4.99 pbk
Those of you who enjoyed the
rhyming story, Pass the Jam, Jim will
recognise this author/illustrator
partnership. Jim, who needs a trim in
this new picture book, is artfully

drawn, obscured by his long hair: 'He
misses balls, walks into walls, and
you should see him in the rain!' Jim is
afraid that it might hurt to have his
hair cut, so decides to escape. When
he eventually gets his trim, he finds
the experience quite a treat. The text
and illustrations are brilliantly in
tune throughout this humorous book
but my one reservation is the final
rhyme. 'Honest, Jim, you look real
SWEET.' I wonder if a young reader
would agree with me? GB

Poems about Seasons
0 7502 2703 6

Poems about Festivals
0 7502 2705 2
POETRY

***Compiled by Andrew Fusek
Peters, ill. Kelly Waldek, Hodder
Wayland, 32pp, £9.99 each hbk
Both these titles are part of Hodder
Wayland's series of first poetry
anthologies for children. Picture
book format and well produced with
bright pictures and clear text, they
will appeal to 3-6 year-olds. The
artwork is an attractive mix of
photographs and painting, often
brought together to give an applique
type feel to the illustrations. The
poems are simple verses on the title
subjects, using description and
imagery, wordplay, rhythm and
rhyme. Poems about Festivals should
be particularly helpful in the
classroom with poems on Diwali,
Offrenda Day of the Dead, Ramadan
and the Chinese New Year as well as
Christmas, Hallowe'en and Easter. At
the back of each book are ideas on
how to use the poems, books for
further reading around the subjects
and lighthearted biographies of the
poets. HT

Frog and a Very
Special Day

****MaxVelthuijs, Andersen Press,
32pp, 0 86264 952 8, £9.99 hbk
Through the antics of Frog and
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friends, this internationally
renowned artist tackles sensitive
topics with gentle humour. In this
latest tale, Frog awakes, recalling that
Hare has told him today is special.
Forgetting HOW it is special, he asks
each friend in turn, but no-one gives
a satisfactory answer. Finally he
marches off to find Hare. Hare is not
at home, and Frog cannot read the
note pinned to his door very well,
only making out that Hare has gone
off to a birthday party. We guess
whose birthday it might be, and join
Frog in his delight at his surprise
party.
The graphic simplicity of this
endearing Frog enables the youngest
child to interpret his every emotion.
Frog's trust, naivety, commitment to
friendship and strong belief in what
is right contribute to the continuing
success of this well-known series. GB

A Pig is Moving In!

*****Claudia Fries, Siphano Picture
Books, 32pp, 1903078113,
£9.99 hbk
There is uproar when Dr Fox,
Henrietta Hen and Nick Hare
discover the top floor vacant flat is
being occupied by a PIG. Everyone
knows pigs 'are messy and dirty and
sloppy'. The three friends conspire as
they watch Pig move in, forming a
complaints committee. Together they
ring Pig's doorbell, to be greeted by
cinnamon scented baking, a
crackling log fire, and a new
neighbour who is delighted to
welcome visitors so soon after his
arrival. The three are surprised to
discover that Pig is tidy, thoughtful,
and a talented artist, in fact an
enchanting new friend.
The detailed, colourful illustrations
add much sub-text. Whilst the three
friends plot, the pictures tell us just
how their prejudice is standing in the
way of their acceptance of the new
neighbour. Both endpapers and title
page add further information to this
charming tale. GB

The Orchard Nursery
Story Book

****Helen Craig, Orchard, 96pp,
1 84121 035 8, £10.99 hbk
The ten stories in this collection are
very well-known, but that does not
mean that new and attractive
retellings are not required to ensure
that children receive the tales which
may be considered part of their early

cultural heritage. Retold and
illustrated by Craig, this book will
delight those who listen and those
who read both verbally and visually.
'The Gingerbread Man', 'Little Red
Riding Hood', 'Goldilocks' and other
well known tales are all here, on
attractively laid out pages. The
characters, human and animal, are
lively and engaging; in particular I
liked the hairy troll, threatening but
somehow endearing. There are
cheaper collections of stories about,
but it is worth spending a bit extra to
get a volume which is bound to
provide many requests to 'read it
again' and opportunities to 'read' the
detailed illustrations. VC

Choosy Charlie: A
book for children
with clever fingers
14pp, 1 85878 242 2

The Giant's Boot: A
book for children
with clever fingers
16pp, 1 85878 243 0

****
Marion Ripley, print
illustrations by Sarah Lavrih,
ClearVision, £9.99 each
(available via RNIB Customer
Services, PO Box 173, Peterborough
PE2 OWS, tel: 0845 702 3153)
These two books were designed and
developed by ClearVision, a charity
that operates from premises at
Linden Lodge School for the Blind.
Over the past decade they have been
interleaving published picture books,
easy non-fiction, and beginner
reading titles with clear plastic
containing braille text. Now
ClearVision has developed two
multi-tactile books for young
children to be read by and with
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children with visual difficulties.
These two titles have been subjected
to strenuous testing by children and
have proved to be popular and
enjoyable as well as stimulating
educationally. The multi-tactile
approach provides the stimulus for a
child who is learning braille to
practise identification of objects and
simple braille words. Brightly
coloured thermoform pictures -
raised images of solid objects - are
used as illustrations. Each double
page spread contains the text of the
story, a thermoform picture, line
drawing, and the braille word for one
object. The books are available with
or without the braille text in either
grade 1 or grade 2 braille. Although
intended for children with visual
difficulty, they are also eminently
suitable for children who need a
multi-tactile approach to reading and
learning. The thermoform pictures
encourage tactile exploration of
shapes and can be the starting point
for conversations about identi-
fication of objects where visual clues
are limited to shape. The books are
useful for children with mild to
moderate learning difficulties and for
children who need help with fine
motor control.
In Choosy Charlie a child helps
members of his family to select items.
There is a rhythmic structure to the
text, with repeated words and
phrases, encouraging the child to
memorise the text and thus begin the
process of learning to read. The first
page contains only one image, but
subsequent pages offer the child a
choice of similar objects such as
buttons, biscuits, drinking straws -
designed to help the child to
distinguish between size and shape.
The story is suitable for children from
3 years to around 7 years who have a
visual difficulty, but could be used
with much older children who have
learning difficulties as a source of
discussion on shape identification.
The Giant's Boot is a cumulative tale
about a forgetful giant. The story
begins with a very unhappy giant
having to walk home because he has
spent all his money at McDonald's.
His foot hurts, and on each
succeeding page he takes another
item out of his boot, until eventually
he finds the money he needs to pay
his bus fare. The text contains a
rhythmic rhyming refrain. There is
only one object per page until the
end of the story, when all the items
secreted in the boot are shown. This
cumulative tale is eminently suitable
for children just beginning to show
interest in reading, and also helps the

development of
listening skills.
However, the
content, the
context of the
story and the
format also make
the book suitable
for much older
children who
have learning
difficulties.
As these books
can be used with

visually impaired and sighted
children, they would fill a very useful
niche in any collection used by
children with a wide variety of
learning difficulties. Because of the
nature of these books and the high
degree of handcrafting, the quantity
available at any one time depends to
a certain extent on the demand.
Orders must be placed through the
RNIB. These books cannot be ordered
through a bookshop. There is a small
stock available at the moment. BM

The Katie Morag
Stories
AUDIO BOOK

**Mairi Hedderwick, read by the
author, Tellastory, 34 minutes
unabridged, 1 85656 341 3, £3.99
The charm of the Katie Morag picture
books lies as much in Mairi
Hedderwick's delicate and detailed
watercolours of life on the Island of
Struay as in the stories around Katie
Morag, delightful though she is.
Much is lost, therefore, in the audio
version. What remains are the
engaging stories of how badly Katie
Morag copes when there is a new
baby in the family (Katie Morag and
the Tiresome Ted); the naughty tricks
of the visiting cousins (Katie Morag
and the Big Boy Cousins); how the
community responds when their
communication with the outside
world is changed (Katie Morag and
the New Pier) and the best story
about Katie Morag's wonderfully
different grannies (Katie Morag and
the Weddings). JE

Billy Bean's Dream
FACTION

*****Simone Lia, David & Charles
Children's Books, 32pp,
1 86233 260 6, £9.99 pbk
This is one of the most original
picture books I have ever seen. It
could be read to children from about
age three and many six and seven
year-olds would enjoy reading it
themselves. In the course of an
exciting narrative - Billy Bean builds
a rocket with the help of some
jellybean friends and their pets -
young children learn about colours
and numbers. There are so many
things to count: the jellybeans, their
pets, the work tools, the rocket seats,
the sandwiches and the stars as the
rocket finally zooms into the sky.
Simple but effective language links
perfectly with the strong illustrations
which shine out from each page. The
book shows the power of the
imagination and the importance of
being active and creative.
Children will be amused by the
talking jellybeans and the highs and
lows of working in a team - there is an
argument about whether to paint the
rocket yellow, red or green. They will
relate to Billy's disappointment when
he is left out of the rocket. But an
important lesson is learnt about life:
when one door closes another often
opens. Billy is soon dreaming about
building a telescope to watch passing
rockets fly by. MM

REVIEWS 5-8 Infant/Junior
The Great Divide

***Dayle Ann Dodds, ill. Tracy
Mitchell, Walker, 32pp,

0 7445 5624 4, £9.99 hbk
Subtitled A mathematical marathon'
here is another counting book for the
infant/young junior classroom - but
with enough differences to

recommend a second look. Rather
arbitrarily, the countdown to nought
starts at eighty, descending in tens,
with racers by bike, balloon, boat and
horse meeting obstacles on

successive pages that reduce them in
number. The illustrations are zany in
style and convey both the pace and
chaos of this strange race, while the
presentation of numbers is
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consistently bold and eye-catching.
This is not a book for a quiet paired
reading session, but rather a strong
visual aid for classroom teachers
looking to approach number work in
an off-beat way. RB

The Sun is Laughing
POETRY ***
Chosen by Sue Ellis, Walker,
32pp, 0 7445 6998 2, £4.99 pbk,
0 7445 6997 4, £12.99 Big Book
The eighteen poems selected for this
picture book format collection have
all but one appeared in previous
collections published by Walker. The
poems evoke a variety of emotions
and feelings and the whole book is
shaped so that to read it through is to
embark on a memorable unified
journey with many stops on the way.
The first poem, James Berry's 'Isn't My
Name Magical?', establishes with the
reader a strong sense of personal
identity and thence s/he is taken out
into the natural world where there
are places to pause (on the beach
with Michael Rosen or with the
traveller in Shelley's 'Ozymandias'),
to wonder (with Richard Edwards at
'The Crab that Writes', with Joseph
Bruchac at toads or hopping frogs
with Christina Rossetti), to show
reverence (Grace Nichols 'For Forest')
and to experience awe and
poignancy (Hardy's 'Throwing a
Tree').
Each poem is clearly presented and
illustrated by one of eight artists
including Sarah Fox-Davies, Emma
Chichester Clark, Colin McNaughton
and Cathie Felstead, and both
editions offer countless hours of
pleasurable immersion, exploration
and reflection. JB

Furaha Means Happy!
A Book of Swahili
Words

****Ken Wilson-Max, David Bennett
Books, Swahili/English, 32pp,
1 85602 255 2, £7.99 hbk

This is a wonderfully imaginative way
of teaching a few words in a different
language. There is a user-friendly
'How to say the words' section at the
back, as well as a brief introduction
which gives just enough and not too
much information to get going. Bold
paintings (thick black outlines filled
with strong, rich colours) and smiling
faces throughout give the book a very
happy feel. Swahili words are
introduced in brackets within the
English text - a short story about a
family outing in Kenya. Groups of five
or six words are replicated and
illustrated on double page spreads
alternating with the story text. A
valuable addition to any class library
to encourage interest and knowledge
of other languages. UC
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Grandma Chickenlegs

****Geraldine McCaughrean,
ill. Moira Kemp, Doubleday,
40pp, 0 385 40863 3, £9.99 hbk
Librarians and teachers will at once
recognise this to be a retelling of the
famous and perennially popular
Baba Yaga story. Grandma
Chickenlegs is McCaughrean's new
creation and little Tatia (with doll
Drooga in tow) is the girl who sets off
through fields and woods in search of
the fearsome Grandma. The familiar
tale unfolds with its cocktail of magic,
temper-tantrums and harum-
scarum: 'There, against the moon,
like the skeleton of a dragon, loomed
the magic elm tree, its twiggy talons
spread to snatch and catch.'
The pairing of author and illustrator
is well-made, a swerving multi-
layered narrative matched by a
number of graphic double-page
illustrations likely to scare and excite
most seven and eight year-olds who
relish this genre. A good purchase for
the junior library. RB

The Grandad Tree

****Trish Cooke, ill. Sharon Wilson,
Walker, 32pp, 0 7445 2576 4,
£9.99 hbk
This book deals with the sensitive
subject of death, using the seasonal
changes that occur in nature -
represented here by an apple tree - as
a metaphor for the cycle of birth,
death and renewal in human life. In
the text, Leigh and Vin share the last
months of Grandad's long life (which
started in the Caribbean) without any
clear inkling of his impending
demise. Their acceptance of the
changes that occur to the apple tree
in whose shadow they play (often
with Grandad in the background)
allow them however to place
Grandad's eventual death in a

broader natural context. The
illustrations, appropriately impress-
ionistic, are an intelligent inter-
pretation to the subtle, economical
text. EL

My Cat Charlie

****Becky Edwards, ill. David
Armitage, Bloomsbury, 32pp,
0 7475 4465 4, £9.99 hbk
The little girl and Charlie, her black
cat, are best friends. But now the
family must move to a city flat, and
the little girl must leave Charlie with
her cousins so that he will have a
garden and other cats to play with.
While she is sad, she soon makes new
friends, and both she and Charlie
benefit from the company of others
of their kind. The vivid,
impressionistic illustrations with
details that stand out from the

My Cat
Charlie

colour-washed background support
the emotions expressed so well in the
text. The little girl knows that Charlie
will always be special and she copes
well with her sense of loss.
Outstanding. ES

The Big Orchard Book
of Funny Poems
POETRY

****Compiled by Wendy Cope, ill.
Amanda Vesey, Orchard Books,
32pp, 1 84121 691 7, £14.99 Big
Book

With an eye to the National Literacy
Strategy, Orchard has reissued Wendy
Cope's lively compilation in big book
format (with - for those who feel the
need - 'Literacy Hour' suggestions).
There are some thirty poems, long
and short from contemporary and
more traditional poets so we have
Carroll and Catisley, Kuskin and
Keats, Nicholls and Noyes, McGough
and Milne plus a spattering of anon.
Some of the poems - riddles and
chants or for example Colin West's
cumulative crisp, crunching
'Christine Crump' - lend themselves
to choral chanting or performance.

IB

Little Brother and the
Cough

***Hiawyn Oram, ill. Mary Rees,
Frances Lincoln, 32pp,
0 7112 0845 X, £5.99 pbk
Of the many titles for young children
on the subject of a new sibling
arriving in the family, few for me can
beat Anthony Browne's Changes,
with its gentle build-up to the arrival
of baby sister on the final page. Here
baby brother arrives on the first page,
with elder sister at once developing a
COUGH in order to attract the
attention of her parents doting on the
new arrival. Indeed, the COUGH
assumes a lively persona all of its
own, intent on saying that the baby is
not the only person in the house.
Finally, the point is made, parents
notice elder sister and COUGH
creeps away in the night.
The concept is clever and the text -
with a fair number of look-at-me
sentences in upper case - skilfully
constructed. The cartoon-like
pictures are animated and witty and
contribute to the sense of chaos that
enters the house with the new baby.
The denouement of the siblings
hugging and smiling is just how it
should be, but give me Anthony
Browne for subtlety and the ability to
climb inside others' feelings. RB

My Dad

*****Anthony Browne, Doubleday,
32pp 0 385 60072 0, £9.99 hbk

Placing any Browne title in a
particular age range for review
purposes is a pretty inexact science,
for here is a book that is as likely to be
found on a coffee table as read in the
nursery. In common with his other
books I also have a slight
nervousness about recommending
some of his arresting images to young
eyes and minds: think of the dad in
Zoo and the cover of this latest title
will have strong echoes.
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However, this dad is altogether more
benign, his beige, chequered
dressing-gown emerging on
successive pages as a characteristic
Browne leitmotif. 'My Dad' eats like a
horse, swims like a fish, is happy as a
hippopotamus and lots more
besides, each phrase of course
slipping dear dad into the skin or
hide of the relevant animal. But he is
also fantastic at football and a great
dancer and thus cast in glowing roles
throughout. 'I love my dad and he
loves me' ends the book
accompanied by an exquisite hug
between father and child. Perfect! But
look out for dad recast as a slice of
toast - Browne never lets the reader
relax. A stunning interplay of words
and pictures. RB

Two of Everything

***Babette Cole, Red Fox, 40pp,
0 09 922062 8, £4.99 pbk
Cole tackles many controversial
subjects, to the liking or not of her
many readers. Here, in her typically
zany and forthright manner, she
presents the sensitive theme of
incompatible parents who separate
and divorce. Demetrius and Paula
Ogglebutt are two perfectly well-
behaved children, but their problem
parents play appallingly nasty
practical jokes upon each other. To
discover if others at their school
suffer from difficult parents, the
children set up a meeting, and 'loads
of kids turn up'. As a result, they all
agree it is NOT the fault of the
children if parents behave like five
year-olds. The solution in this book is
an 'un-wedding', in which all
jubilantly celebrate the parents'
separation.
Reading about other children with
problem parents may offer
opportunities to talk about families
facing predicaments, and may
release feelings about what is
happening. This particular book
treats the subject in a somewhat
trivial manner, with the solution here
presented being far from that
experienced by many children facing
this situation. GB

Stories from India

***Vayu Naidu, ill. Rebecca
Gryspeerdt, Wayland, 48pp,
0 7502 2425 8, £9.99 hbk
This book contains a collection of six
extraordinary stories from India,
each set thousands of years ago and
passed on from one generation to
another. Many of these tales are still
celebrated on various religious and
cultural occasions throughout the
country.
The book begins with an interesting
introduction on the author's
background and also provides details
on the roots of the stories, the
majority of which are set in the
southern part of the country. Each
story also has its own separate
introduction which helps set the
scene and also explains the context.
The book contains a clearly labelled
map of India and a useful glossary of
terms.
Each story is unique and remarkable
in its own right and the book includes
one story involving a young boy from
England who visits India to meet his
cousins. The book is beautifully
illustrated with pictures that
correspond well with the narrative. It

is therefore a very worthwhile
addition to any multicultural library.

KA

Goblin Stew
0 7475 4403 4

Serpent Soup
0 7475 4408 5

Ghostly Goulash
0 7475 4413 1

Fairy Cake
0 7475 4418 2

***
Jonathan Emmett, ill. Colin
Paine, Bloomsbury 'Conjuror's
Cookbook', 64pp, £3.99 each pbk
Jake's Granny has a magical
cookbook and a selection of amazing
ingredients, so when they cook
together anything can, and does,
happen.
For newly-independent readers,
these books are liberally illustrated
with suitably comic pictures, and the
stories are told with vitality and good
humour. The solidity of the
relationship between Jake and
Granny provides a counterbalance to
the daftness of their adventures, and
there is much invention as well as
some Dahl-esque touches. A 'cook-it-
yourself section at the back of each
book provides a simple, and safe,
version of a relevant recipe.
1 found it frustrating that though the
books form a sequence, they are not
numbered, but that is easily
remedied - I think they will be
enjoyed by 7-8 year-olds in many
classrooms. AG

Beowulf and the
Monster
Brian Patten, ill. Chris Riddell,
0 590 19685 5

The Simple Giant
Alan Temperley, ill. Mark
Edwards, 0 590 13498 1

****
Scholastic, 64pp, £1.00 each pbk
These two titles are part of a series
(sixteen titles so far) representing an
excellent new initiative from
Scholastic. Established authors
(Philip Pullman, Alan Garner, Adele
Geras and the much missed
Henrietta Branford amongst them)
have been commissioned to retell
classic tales in vivid, accessible prose,
illustrated with simple but attractive
header and footer motifs, in books
which have the look and feel of a

short beginner novel. Each of them
costs a pound. If these two new
examples are typical, this represents
excellent value for money. Patten's
account of the slaughter in the Great
Hall followed by Beowulf's relentless
pursuit of Grendel and his mother is
bloody and dramatic but lightened
with touches of humour. Temperley
tells a simple touching tale in which
readers will recognise elements of
Kaspar Hauser, the Friendly Giant
and Seven at a Blow. Both books
deploy verse and dialogue to good
effect. This series is very highly
recommended, particularly for
readers gaining confidence between
KS1 and 2. For a mere sixteen
pounds, a class set could introduce
your readers to a gallery of powerful
traditional tales retold by some of the
best authors at work in the UK today.

GH

The Man
AUDIO BOOK

***Raymond Briggs, read by
Michael Palin and William
Puttock, Tellastory, 55 minutes
adapted, 1 85656 260 3, £4.99
Initial scepticism about this version
of Raymond Briggs's unlikely picture
book is quickly dispelled as this
adaptation for tape into a two voice
dialogue, done by Briggs himself,
works better than the book. Michael
Palin's reading of the part of the Man
is brilliant, introducing him as a
hectoring, small-time bully full of
sharp prejudices - against cheap
marmalade and skimmed milk, for
example - and then, gradually
revealing a gentler and more
speculative tone as the friendship
develops between the Man and the
boy. JE

Who Loves You, Billy?

***Bernard Ashley, ill. Philip
Hopman, Collins Red Storybook,
64pp, 0 00 675459 7, £3.99 pbk
While the rest of the children on
packed lunches dig into their lunch
boxes to see what notes they have
been left by their parents, poor Billy
has to make do with a Twix to go with
his marmalade sandwiches. His
mother's new job at the pub also
means that he must spend one week
in three with his aptly named
grandmother, 'Nanny Groaner'. How
mother and son manage to resolve
their problems is dealt with warmly
by Ashley, who is just as able to write
realistic stories for the younger
school pupil as he is for the older one.

Hopman's line drawings on every
other page match the text well, and
lend to its general credibility. RL

Pumpkin's Downfall

***Leon Rosselson, ill. Victor
Ambrus, Collins 'Red Storybook',
96pp, 0 00 675472 4, £3.99 pbk
This book contains two unrelated
stories. In 'Pumpkin's Downfall',
Pumpkin is a bully who teases Sara,
an unconventional nature-loving girl
who, it transpires, has magical
powers which she uses to defeat the
bully who has mistreated her cat and
presented her with a dead bird. The
story is told by a 'friend' of the bully
as though the events took place many
years before, giving it an extra sense
of mystery as to what exactly
happened to Pumpkin.
Mark, the central character in The
Monkey Puppet', only talks through
his puppet since his mother died and
he was forced to live with his gold-
digging stepfather and aunt in the
imposing Morton Hall. When he
starts at a new school he is naturally a
bit of an outsider, but is soon
befriended by Daniel, the story teller.
These superior, understated, scary
stories, with satisfying endings are
not cluttered with illustrations,
letting the atmospheric text do the
work. AK

CDOGS'
TVIGHT

Dogs' Night
FACTION

*****Meredith Hooper, ill. Allan
Curless and Mark Burgess,
Frances Lincoln, 32pp,
07112 1360 7, £ 10.99 hbk
If you want to encourage children to
enjoy a visit to an art gallery, this is
the ideal picture book. Once each
year when everybody has left the
National Gallery, all the dogs climb
out of their paintings. This time they
create havoc when they climb back
into the wrong ones after their revels.
The illustrations are superb and are
supported by a well told story.
Children will be much amused by the
illustration showing large dogs
standing on each other to enable a
tiny dog to reach the floor from her
painting. The paintings at the heart of
the story are shown at the end with
some useful notes. Children will
enjoy just reading and savouring the
story and the book would also be a
welcome gift. Primary teachers in
England will find it a useful resource
for the National Curriculum English
and Art programmes at key stage 1 (5-
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7 year-olds). It is a splendid starting
point to help children to bring the
power of their imagination to their
writing and drawing. MM

Mozart: Scenes from
the Childhood of the
Great Composer
NON-FICTION

****Catherine Brighton, Frances
Lincoln, 32pp, 0 7112 1604 5,
£5.99 pbk
Teachers of seven to eleven year-olds
are always seeking strong examples
of first person writing and in this
story of Mozart's early life, told as if by
his older sister, particular episodes
are brought to life powerfully. Places
the two gifted young musicians
visited - Salzburg, Vienna and Paris -
are beautifully described and
illustrated. Nannerl communicates
some of the tedium of being a child
genius as well as the enjoyments. 'We
are not performing monkeys, we are
musicians, Wolfi,' she insists when
she and Mozart are asked to perform
wearing silk blindfolds as a gimmick.
The detailed and well researched
pictures give us a feel for the objects,
clothes and environments of the
times and provide a helpful sense of
the context in which Mozart wrote his
music. While this is not a history text

but rather a picture book to be read
for pleasure or to support English
work, I think young readers would
have appreciated some precise dates
for some of the events or a time line
at the end. Nevertheless, this is a
beautifully presented book which,
even though it is using
autobiographical writing as a device,
will nevertheless help children
understand some of the conventions
of the genre. MM

My Brother, My Sister
and Me - a first look
at sibling rivalry
0 7500 2861 0

Stop Picking on Me -
a first look at
bullying
0 7500 2862 9
NON-FICTION

***Pat Thomas, ill. Lesley Harker,
Macdonald Young Books,
32pp, £9.99 each hbk
As the subtitles of these books make
clear, they are aimed at children
coming to these problems for the first
time. Well presented, with subtle
points not always considered in
information books on emotional
themes, they will provide food for

discussion about important
relationships. While bullying is
rightly emphasised in schools, sibling
rivalry has not often had the same
attention. Perhaps Stop Picking on
Me will be of most use in schools,
while My Brother, My Sister and Me
will be of more help in a family
context. Guidelines for parents and
teachers as well as lists of relevant
books and useful contacts are
welcome additions. The illustrations
are warm, lively and expressive of the
text. " ES

The Living Earth
NON-FICTION *
Eleonore Schmid, North-South
Books, 32pp, 0 7358 1315 9,
£4.99 pbk
As the back cover blurb of this Swiss
buy-in says, this book tells of the
complex ecosystem beneath our feet
and how people depend on the living
earth. And indeed, it does both things
but I found it a very mixed bag. The
crayon artwork is pleasant but patchy
- in places wonderfully detailed, as in
the spread showing a close-up view
of plants above and under the
ground; in places, oddly empty and
featureless. The text is stodgy and stiff
and would perhaps benefit from a
more narrative approach and a more
imaginative presentation. The book

could then work as picture book non-
fiction for younger readers. At
present, it is difficult to decide where
its audience lies. AGa

First Encyclopedia of
Our World
NON-FICTION ***
Felicity Brooks, ill. David
Hancock, Usborne, 64pp,
0 7460 2840 7, £8.99 hbk
Billed as an 'introduction to physical
geography' and a 'charming book' in
which 'hundreds of ... questions
about the world around us are
answered', this bright volume has a
lot going for it, but if you want the
systematic layout suggested by the
term 'encyclopedia', you will be
disappointed. It is a spread-by-
spread ramble through the physical
nature of our planet and the way this
nature influences the way we behave
on it. Facts abound, but they are not
always explained - so we learn that
'rats like to live in sewers' but not
why, and that Venice 'has canals
instead of roads. Everyone travels by
boat.' But such is the variety of
Hancock's illustrations that this
makes a very pleasant browse, and a
happily shareable I-spy book, which,
if I remember rightly, is how the
earliest Usbornes started out. But
encyclopedia it ain't. TP

REVIEWS 8-10 Junior/Middle
Dear Diary

***Sara Fanelli, Walker, 40pp,
0 7445 6756 4, £9.99 hbk
You could believe this book really was
the diary of an 8 or 9 year-old girl. It is
seven short diaries ostensibly - Lucy's
and those of a number of other
objects and creatures that take part in
the day's events: among them, a
chair, a spider, Bubu the Dog, and a
Knife and Fork. But we know it is all
Lucy's work really, because, although
she disguises her handwriting in each
of the diaries, the art is consistent.
Sara Fanelli carries off this conceit
well. The book is presented as a
bound scrap-book, with scribbles
and doodles on the end papers, and a
variety of backgrounds to each
spread (ruled, graph paper or
account book pages). The illustration
is a mixture of collage and drawing,
cleverly suggesting the techniques
and materials that might be attractive
and to hand for a girl Lucy's age. My
misgiving is that, unlike, say, Jon
Scieszka's books, the content may
appear too childish to a readership of
8-11 year-olds that is old enough to
understand and appreciate the
sophistication of the presentation.

CB

How the Whale
Became and Other
Stories

****Ted Hughes, ill. Jackie Morris,
Faber, 96pp, 0 571 20200 4,
£17.99 hbk
These creation tales are nearly 40
years old, but age does not weary
them. Inventive, spare and tough,
and suitable for anyone over 7 or 8,
they look not only to an imaginary
time when life was scarcely formed,
but also at human behaviour in its

TED HUGHES

ROW THE WHALE
BECAME

rawest state. Although ending on a
high note with the noble elephant,
the collection often features animals
that display the most unattractive of
our traits, whether it is pride,
ambition, selfishness, cunning or
foolishness.
The interest in this new edition lies in
Morris's illustrations, and here I will
declare a preference. I would much
rather do without illustration at all. In
fact, best of all, I would listen to
Hughes himself telling the tales on
tape. The stories are written as if told.
They take place in an unknown
landscape; they feature animals that
sometimes have not yet assumed
their familiar shapes or dimensions;
and they include God, whose own
size and appearance are always a
problem. Morris takes a largely
conventional approach to all this.
Her animals are as they are now, and
God is the familiar human sized
Judaeo-Christian model. Her
illustrations, all in colour, are
undeniably accomplished and

attractive but they cannot be said to
interpret, complement or add to the
text. Their function, which they fulfil
beautifully, is to bring lavish
decoration to a high-class prod-
uction. CB

My Brother's Ghost

****Allan Ahlberg, Viking, 96pp,
0 670 88779 X, £7.99 hbk
Presented as an authentic memoir of
a childhood haunting, this book
opens with an almost casual account
of the writer's 10 year-old brother
being killed by a milk-float. This
bereavement is only the latest
tragedy in the life of 9 year-old
Frances, an orphaned polio victim
growing up in the '50s in the cold
household of an unloving aunt.
Frances' brother returns as a ghost to
help her and her baby brother
through the tribulations of
childhood, but he is unable to
prevent a chain of misfortunes
leading to a near fatal attempt to flee
the threat of incarceration in a
children's home.

This sounds, of course, like a heart-
string strumming parody, but
Ahlberg seems to have set himself the
challenge of creating a reflective tale
from a grim but believable set of
circumstances. His tone is matter of
fact, incorporating thought
provoking asides on the nature of
memory, truth and story (how should
we take the declaration of truth in the
foreword when we know the author is
male?). The book is rich in sentiment,
but almost free of sentimentality.
Presented in a compact pocket-book
format with haunting cover
illustrations by Gill Tyler, this book is
physically attractive and very
moving. GH

Juggling with Gerbils
POETRY *****
Brian Patten, ill. Chris Riddell,
Puffin, 128pp, 0 14 130478 2,
£3.99 pbk
How often can you open a book of
children's poems at random and find
a good poem again and again each
time you flick the pages? Patten's new
collection is glorious, his comic and
serious sensibilities never miss a
trick. There are poems about beasts,
birds and insects - vampire ducks,
moths, cockroaches and a gloomy
tortoise: 'A tortoise called Dorcas
thought life ludicrous./ Carrying his
own sarcophagus/ His life felt
endlessly posthumous.' There are
poems to make you think, to make
you feel uncomfortable and to make
you laugh. Modern life is given a new
slant in poems like 'Bringing Up a
Single Parent' and 'Scarce Rhymes'.
Patten has never lost his child's eye
view of the world where great
thoughts, odd observations, fears
and dreams can happen at any
moment of the day or night. 'When I
was little/ My mother wore
earwings./ Each night/ She would
creep to my bedroom window,/ Open
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it, / And taking me gently in her arms/
Glide off into the night.' Do you see
what I mean? " HT

Killer Mushrooms Ate
My Gran

***Susan Gates, Puffin, IGOpp,
0 14 130526 6, £3.99 pbk
Maggot's Gran is a feisty character.
So, when she risks the dangers of Jack
Dash's deserted mushroom farm in
an effort to discover what has
happened to the mysteriously
vanished Jack, her 'gentleman friend',
Maggot feels he must offer his
assistance. Only hefty doses of the
strong green tea, which might or
might not contain dehydrated frogs
and caterpillars, saves Maggot from
transmogrification into a fungus and
rescues Gran as she is about to reach
the point of no return.
Further troubles ensue as spores
from the killer mushrooms reach
Maggot's school, and again the
mysterious magical tea is the weapon
of choice in a frenetic mushroom
busting operation. All lighthearted
fun, with some interesting
information about the secret life of
mushrooms. VC

Space Race

***Sylvia Waugh, Bodley Head,
208pp, 0 370 32671 7, £10.99 hbk
The plot may sound familiar: father
and son aliens come to Earth to
observe us humans. But the way the
story develops is very much Waugh's
own. For we find Thomas and his
father just at the moment their
mission is supposed to end. At first 11
year-old Thomas, who has grown into
his human shape and life, resists.
Then, in a bizarre accident, he is
separated from his father, and time is
running out for them to find one
another and reach their spacecraft.
While Waugh does what is necessary
to make the science fiction work, she
is rather shakier on the
contemporary street and school life
of 11 year-olds. Never mind, the
drama is in the race against time; and
the emotional interest is in the
relationship of father and son, their
loyalties to one another, and their
separate hopes and obligations. Here,
Waugh is sure-footed, and will keep
8-10 year-olds on the edge of their
seats, as their sympathies swing back
and forth, and the outcome remains
in doubt to the very end. It is a pity
the book does not have a more

exciting title and cover.

Good Sports!

CB Red wall
AUDIO BOOK

***

****Collected by Tony Bradman,
ill. Jon Riley, Corgi, 224pp,
0 552 54679 8, £4.99 pbk
First published in 1992 as Good
Sports! A Bag of Sports Stories, this is
an excellent collection of stories to
entertain sports fans. Unlike some
sports based fiction, the stories are
not predictable nor are the characters
stereotyped.
Mainstream sports - football, tennis,
rounders, cricket and swimming - are
covered but there are also tales about
trampolining, ice-skating and
skateboard. Authors in Bradman's
collection include Jean Ure with
'Back Home', Malorie Blackman with
a sensitively written story about a girl
suffering from Sickle Cell, and Jan
Mark with 'Left Foot Forward'.
Rob Childs' soccer contribution,
'Who's in Goal?', contains a final twist
with echoes of Gene Kemp's
Turbulent Term of Tyke Tiler, whilst
Judith Hemington's 'Double-booked'
sees its central character Sanjay in a
dilemma over a family wedding
which clashes with a cricket match.
All authors included show a clear
technical grasp of the sports covered
without alienating the non-expert
reader. AK

Buried Alive!

STORYTAPES

Read by Stephen Tompkinson

AUDIO BOOK
*****Jacqueline Wilson, read by

Stephen Tompkinson, Cover to
Cover, 3 hrs unabridged,
1 85549 393 4, £7.99
Wilson is less well-known for her
'boys' stories but Buried Alive!, a
sequel to Cliffhanger (see BfK 121),
shows that she is just as skilful in
describing their relationships and
exploring their feelings as she is with
girls. Building on the friendship
forged at an adventure holiday, timid
Tim and the confident Biscuits are
together again having a brilliant time
at the seaside with Tim's parents.
Brilliant, until they meet bully boys
Prickle-Head and Pinch-Face.
Against a sharp and wittily observed
background - Mum's anxious
protectiveness and Dad's
embarrassing enthusiasm for sport -
Buried Alive! is a terrific adventure,
perfectly read by Stephen
Tompkinson who brings out the best
in the characters and delivers all the
jokes effortlessly. JE

Brian Jacques, read by the
author, Tellastory, 2hrs SOmins
abridged, 1 85656 296 4, £8.99
Redwall Abbey, the tranquil home of
a community of mice, is threatened
by Cluny the Scourge - the evil one-
eyed rat warlord. Novice mouse
Matthias leads a band of warriors
against the predators but their
collective might may not be enough
to save Redwall. Brian Jacques reads
the first volume of his epic series in
sonorous tones, resonating the rich
language of the text which reflects the
monastic setting. }E

Robin of Sherwood
AUDIO BOOK

****Michael Morpurgo, read by the
author, Hodder, 3 hrs
unabridged, 1 85998 696 X,
£7.99
As with his Arthur, High King of
Britain, Michael Morpurgo uses a
neat time-slip to get back to his fresh
retelling of the stories about Robin
Hood. Here, the young Robin Hood is
brought up by his father committed
to the cause of feeding the poor after
his mother dies of starvation. Full of
political passion against the cruelty
of the Sheriff of Nottingham, the
corruption of the clergy and, at a
distance, the evil of the usurping
King, Robin of Sherwood bases the
legendary stories in a convincing
past. The interpretation of the
outlaws as a band of the rejects of a
cruel society fighting for a decent way
of life gives a moving lesson in
tolerance. Michael Morpurgo's own
reading of the stories is fittingly
theatrical bringing to life the wide
range of characters. JE

HARRY
POTTER

READ BY STEPHEN KRY

Harry Potter and the
Chamber of Secrets
AUDIO BOOK *****
J K Rowling, read by Stephen Fry,
Cover to Cover, 9 hrs 40 mins
unabridged, 1 85549 650 X,
£19.99
Simpering Gilderoy Lockhart;
weeping Moaning Myrtle;
obsequious, self-castigating Dobby -
the nuances of all these distinctive
characters are delicately and wittily
conveyed in Stephen Fry's lucid
reading of the complexly-plotted
Harry Potter and the Chamber of
Secrets. Harry Potter returns for his
second year at Hogwarts and there is
a new danger afoot which threatens
the existence of the school itself.

Against the now familiar background
of Quidditch, mastery of the dark arts
and dormitory life, Harry Potter and
his friends set about discovering the
dark and dangerous mystery of the
Chamber of Secrets. JE

Collected Poems for
Children

*****Charles Causley, ill. John
Lawrence, Macmillan, 416pp,
0 330 38980 7, £9.99 pbk
Causley is one of the finest modern
English poets writing in traditional
forms; he is best known for his poems
for children; and some of the poems
found in this collection - 'Timothy
Winters', for instance - will be as
familiar to adults as they are to
children. There are two good things
about collected poems. You have all
the poems you admire to hand, and
you can discover or rediscover others.
That said, this is obviously not the
best way for a child to begin with
Causley or any poet, particularly as
within these 416 brilliant pages, from
fifty years, there are poems suitable
for anyone from 3 to 90 years old, and
the rather arbitrary grouping of the
poems into sections is more a
convention than a help. There are, of
course, shorter collections that are
more accessible for children: this will
be one for teachers and other poetry
lovers to mine for the gems within.
Lawrence's black and white line
miniatures stay on the amusing,
absurd side of Causley, but all the
other voices of a poet who looks so
long and hard and lovingly are there
in the poems themselves. CB

Pop-Up Olympics
NON-FICTION

****Robert Crowther, Walker, 12pp,
0 7445 3734 7, £12.99 hbk
novelty

This book contains six spreads
containing colourful, informative
and entertaining pop-ups, pull outs
and flaps which explain a wide range
of Olympic events. In addition, the
young reader is given information
relating to records set since the
modern Olympics were established
in 1896, and some lesser known
Olympic facts, such as Alexeyev, the
weightlifting champion, eating 26
eggs and a steak for breakfast every
day!
Field events, cleverly constructed in
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3D format, include pole vault, high
jump and all the throwing events.
Pool events show springboard diving,
a freestyle race and synchronized
swimming. Especially ingenious are
the pop-ups for the gymnastics
section. There are about half a dozen
pop-ups on each spread of various
degrees of durability, so this is
probably going to be more suitable
for in the home than in the library or
school. AK

Mary Seacole
0237519747

Sojourner Truth
0 237 51972 0
NON-FICTION

***John Malam, Evans 'Tell Me
About Pioneers', 24pp, £7.99
each hbk
These two titles form part of the Tell
Me About' series aimed at young
readers. The topics covered in this
series feature famous Artists,
Composers, Engineers, Explorers,
Writers/Illustrators amongst others.
The books are generously illustrated
with colour photographs, and

reproductions of contemporary
paintings, engravings and drawings.
They feature, at the back, a resume of
important dates as well as a glossary
of'Keywords' and an index. It is to the
credit of the editors that black
achievers are also featured in the
series, even if restricted thus far to
the catch-all Pioneer section.
The two titles under review,
published under the 'Tell Me About
Pioneers' category, are well
researched, simply written accounts
of the lives of two remarkable black
women. Sojourner Truth was an
African-American who won her
freedom at the age of thirty and, in
spite of being illiterate, dedicated her
life to speaking out against slavery,
racism and inequality in the course of
her 'sojourns' across America. A
measure of her impact was her visit
to the White House at the invitation
of Abraham Lincoln, shortly after the
abolition of slavery.
Mary Seacole was born in Jamaica in
1805 to a Scottish army officer and
his African ex-slave wife. She learnt
about the medicinal properties of
plants from her mother, a herbalist in
the African tradition, and achieved
remarkable success in treating

cholera in Panama, while
conventional medicine had made
little impact. She later went to
London and on the commencement
of the Crimean War offered her
services as a nurse. When this was
turned down, she went at her own
expense. Her nursing skills were
widely acclaimed and she was called
'Mother Seacole' by British soldiers,
and generally referred to as 'the other
lady with the lamp'. On her return to
London, a musical event attended by
some 40,000 people, was staged to
raise funds for her. In addition a book
entitled Wonderful Adventures of
Mrs Seacole was published which
became a bestseller. EL

Prehistoric World
NON-FICTION

****Fiona Chandler, Sam Taplin
and Jane Bingham, Usborne
'World History', 96pp,
0 7460 2758 3, £12.99 hbk
Here beginneth a new series -
Ancient and Medieval Worlds are in
the pipeline - from the house of
Usborne. Covering 4,550 million
years from earth's formation to the

emergence of homo sapiens in just 96
pages, it proceeds at a considerable
canter but the familiar Usborne style
of catchy informational gobbets
backed up by comprehensively
captioned illustrations makes for an
easy ride. And, the subject being what
it is, photographs are mercifully rare,
so the pictures are drawn to fit the
words rather than, as so often
nowadays, the texts tweaked to fit the
photos. And where photography is
used, it is generally to illustrate
similarities between times past and
present (crocodiles amongst early
reptiles for instance) - this agreeable
device makes the whole business of
'millions of years ago' altogether less
remote than a straight chronological
account. Omissions there doubtless
are, simplifications there must be,
but given that this is an honest
interest, popular appeal production
rather than the last word in
authoritative accuracy, it is a very
pleasant introduction, as likely to
engage parents as much as their
children and likely to succeed on a
variety of levels. TP

REVIEWS 10-12 Middle/Secondary

Five Finger-Piglets
POETRY

*****Poems by Carol Ann Duffy,
Jackie Kay, Roger McGough,
Gareth Owen and Brian
Patten, ill. Peter Bailey,
Macmillan, 112pp,
0 330 39130 5, £4.99 pbk
This is the fourth anthology from
Macmillan's popular five poet series.
Jackie Kay, Carol Ann Duffy and
Gareth Owen join Roger McGough
and Brian Patten in a hugely
enjoyable anthology. This is high
quality children's poetry covering
subjects from imaginary friends and
mafia cats to football and dens to
rent. There are new poems from
Carol Ann Duffy like 'Lies' - 'I like to
go out for the day and tell lies./ The
day should be overcast/ with a kind
of purple, electric edge to the
clouds;/ and not too hot or cold,/ but
cool. I turn up the collar of my coat/
and narrow my eyes.' - and old
favourites - McGough's 'Friendship
Poems' and Patten's 'The Pensive
Pencils'. Excellent poems in an
excellent selection. HT

The King Who Was
and Will Be: The
World of King Arthur
and His Knights

****Kevin Crossley-Holland,
ill. Peter Malone, Dolphin,
128pp, 1 85881 674 2, £6.99 pbk
Any Arthurian enthusiast over the
age of 11 will enjoy this companion to
the tales of the Round Table, now out
in paperback. Crossley-Holland has
put together a diverting miscellany of
history, legend, topography and
literature, illuminating one or other
facet of 'The Matter of Britain'. There
are short descriptions of the major
figures and events, consideration of
their sources in Celtic legend and
medieval romance, and a look at the
real world of courtly love and
tournaments. Perhaps the most
interesting inclusions are extracts
from medieval poetry and books of
manners. Did you know that Thomas
Malory, the first great compiler of
these tales, penned 'Le Morte
D'Arthur' while banged-up for
activities that were not at all
chivalrous? Crossley-Holland writes
entertainingly and authoritatively.
Malone's illustrations, which are
richly coloured and textured and true
to the medieval style, capture the
spirit of a time that could have been
but never was. CB

Rhino Boy

***John Brindley, Dolphin, 160pp,
1 85881 797 8, £4.99 pbk
The extraordinary growth of a
rhinoceros horn on Ryan's forehead
brings a series of unresolved
problems in his life to a head (!). Seen
in gritty, realistic terms, a sore which
is both real and symbolic of an
infection within Ryan's life is at first
experienced as an awful, throbbing
pain with initial swelling. This erupts
in Ryan's being set up by a bully,

NEWTalent
Flood I and

***Marcus Sedgwick, Dolphin,
128pp, 1 85881 763 3, £4.99 pbk
A new addition to the recent spate of
children's novels set in dystopian
future worlds, Floodland is located in
a Norwich which is now cut off from
the mainland, surrounded by the sea
which has flooded and reclaimed the
land after global warming. Faced with
rising waters and a dwindling supply
of food, Zoe is also desperate to be
reunited with her parents from whom
she was separated in a scramble for
places on the last ship to take
members of the marooned
population to safety on the
mainland. The discovery of a rowing
boat affords her an escape route but,
reaching another island, she falls into
the hands of a wild band of children
who jealously guard their territory
and have been known to kill
intruders.
For Zoe, growing up in a society
where resources were dwindling,
'other people generally meant
trouble'. The Lord of the Flies set-up
she pitches up in confirms her worst
expectations yet the old man,

William, with his strange tales, seems
to believe that there is more to living
than surviving. Alongside the many
betrayals in this novel as people are
abandoned to the rising waters there
is a recognition that something has
been taken away for such inhumanity
to nourish. This element of the novel
could perhaps have been explored
more but Sedgwick has created an
engrossing drama with a strong, if
watery, sense of place. RS

Jimmy Wire, to hit a young Indian
boy. With his younger sister's help,
Ryan learns to deal with the
attraction of aggression represented
by both Jimmy and his absent father.
This is an intense and often dramatic
story with some nice touches of
humour such as the doctor who
cannot stop laughing at the growth of
the horn and the tabloid creation of
Ryan-ocerus. AJ

The Lammas Field

****Catherine Fisher, Hodder,
176pp, 0 340 73699 2, £4.99 pbk
'And what's music anyway, but a sort
of magic?' A sinisterly powerful lady
on horseback emerges out of a lake
and fills Mike with the sought for gift
of making beautiful music. However,
the price is a dear one, for she is the
Hag of an ancient harvest ritual and
she is seeking the new Corn King to
sacrifice. Fisher's tale is intriguing
and mysterious, with evocative
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The Other Side of
Truth

*****Beverley Naidoo, Puffin, 208pp,
0 14 130476 6, £4.99 pbk
When their mother is assassinated,
Sade and Femi's father, an outspoken
journalist highly critical of the
government, decides that the
children must be smuggled out of
Nigeria to safety in England. That
same evening they board a plane
under assumed names to join up
with an uncle in London. However,
when they arrive, there is no Uncle
Dele to greet them ...
Set in the Nigeria of General Abacha
(under whose regime the writer Ken
Saro-Wiwa was hung for protesting
about the activities of multinational
oil companies in Ogoniland), this
novel enables our young readers to
view political events in other parts of
the world as relevant to their
experience and concerns. In the
same way that Naidoo brought the
realities of apartheid to life for young
readers via her powerful novels set in
South Africa, she now conveys the
quality of life in Lagos under military

rule, and then as political refugees.
How Sade and Femi survive
wandering the streets of London,
their fear that they might put their
father in danger if they tell the social
workers whose children they are and
the frustrations when their father
finally arrives but is then kept in a
Detention Centre is compellingly
told. And underneath these struggles
is the children's grief at the loss of
their mother and motherland for
which there has been no time to
mourn. RS

descriptions of the dark forces that
are being brewed to destroy talent,
rather than promote it. It proves an
engrossing read, which should please
thoughtful readers. DB

Seven Little
Australians

***Ethel Turner, Hodder, 208pp,
0 340 75265 3, £4.99 pbk
One wonders how much this book,
originally published in 1894, will
appeal to young readers today. Like
so many children's books of the 1890s
and early 1900s, it is a family saga
with a group of brothers and sisters at
the centre of events. Turner's
introductory, scene-setting remarks
suggest that Australian children were
then probably more robust than their
English, American, African and Asian
equivalents. However the narrative
only occasionally conveys new and
vibrant enterprises: more frequently
it strikes echoes of the typical
Victorian domestic tale.
The seven Woolcot children, whose
ages range from about one to sixteen
years, do have the advantage of a
sunny climate which permits a wide
range of outdoor activities and these
are vividly chronicled. The pace is
slowed by pockets of sentimentality
(fearfully kissable babies and fairy-
like small girls with rosebud mouths,
etc) but readers are likely to feel
empathy with the exuberant Judy and
Pip (aged 13 and 14) and with Meg,
the eldest sister who finds plenty of
challenges in the transition from
teens to young-womanhood (there
are strong reflections here of Little
Women by Louisa M Alcott whose
'simple and wholesome fare' is
mentioned in the narrative).
Loyalties and rivalries among the
children are convincingly portrayed.
Less persuasive are their
relationships with their father,
Captain Woolcot, and Esther, the

twenty year-old whom he married
soon after the death of the children's
mother. Surprisingly, despite the
author drawing attention to Esther's
lack of mothering-skills, none of the
children resents this young step-
mother and she becomes the regular
mediator between them and their
fiery martinet of a father who goes to
great lengths - including the frequent
beating of his offspring with a riding-
whip! - to maintain order and
discipline in his household. Turner's
lively dialogue and her ability to
move easily from everyday
excitements to real drama and
tragedy will probably carry readers
through the occasional sogginess.
They might, however, as I did,
empathise with Esther when she
comments 'Seven of you... Oh! It's too
bad - oh dear! it is too bad'. MC

Faraway Home

****Marilyn Taylor, O'Brien, 224pp,
0 86278 643 6, £4.99 pbk

It is 1938, the Nazis have invaded
Vienna and Jewish families are
experiencing the full force of
persecution. Thanks to the
Kindertransport scheme, a number
of children are enabled to enter
Britain: a small minority of these
travel on to Northern Ireland, to
Millisle Farm in County Down. From
these basic historical facts, Taylor
shapes her engrossing story. At its
centre are 13 year-old Karl Muller,
his younger sister Rosa and their
gradual accommodation to their
new environment. Soon separated
from Rosa (when she goes to a
Belfast family), Karl moves through
his initial anger and bitterness to a
convincingly depicted awareness of
the healing potential afforded by the
warmth of love and friendship. This
is an excellent and unusual addition
to the children's literature of World
War Two. RD

Law of the Wolf
Tower

***Tanith Lee, Hodder, 240pp,
0 340 77828 8, £4.99 pbk
'The House depended on life being
carved in stone, and the rules were
iron. You couldn't make changes. You
couldn't change your mind about
anything important.' Two kingdoms
that are surrounded by The Waste
run oppressive regimes where the
privileged few control their subjects
by fear and lies, wrapped up in
rituals that cannot be altered.

Two clever old ladies manipulate a
headstrong young girl, Claidi, to take
a perilous journey between the two
cities, which will teach her to develop
her special streak of individuality and
thereby to change the status quo for
ever.
I found the pace a bit slow but
nevertheless there is enough to
intrigue and interest young readers,
who will probably want to read the
forthcoming sequel, Wolf Star Rise.

DB

Winged Chariot

***Ben Jeapes, Scholastic, 384pp,
0 439 01454 9, £6.99 pbk
The book begins with a body
plunging from a balcony in the Home
Time where murder is supposed to be
a thing of the past. The story ranges
from here, a thousand years into the
future, back across the past in a lively
interweaving of time and plot.
Meetings with the world's great
thinkers, some kind of illicit trade
between scientists of the near and
far-off future, a death that seems like
a murder, the everyday workings of
the Home Time and a group of
disparate characters are all combined
in good old-fashioned mystery style.
All the various strands are finally
brought together in a very satisfying
way. With its twists and turns, chases
and fights this is a substantial,
intriguing, well-told and thought-
provoking story which keeps you
guessing right up to the end. AJ

My Secret Camera
NON-FICTION

****Photographs by Mendel
Grossman, text by Frank Dabba
Smith, Frances Lincoln, 40pp,
0711214778, £12.99 hbk
This striking book is based around a
series of black and white photo-

graphs, taken secretly by Mendel
Grossman, a young Jew imprisoned
in the Lodz Ghetto during World War
II. They include haunting scenes of
ghetto life - a woman scrubbing the
streets with a tiny brush and bowl, a
boy feeding his sister and a
procession of lews leaving the
Ghetto, never to return.
Accompanied by a simple, first
person text, it creates a powerful
memoir of the Holocaust, rendered
all the more moving because of the
circumstances in which the
photographs were taken and the fate
of the young photographer (who died
in a prison camp). Perhaps the best
compliment that can be paid
however, is that, among the horror
and inhumanity, the photographs tell
another story, of human dignity and
strength of spirit - an inspiring tale
indeed. AGa

Vision of Beauty
NON-FICTION

***Kathryn Lanky, ill. Nneka
Bennett, Candlewick Press,
48pp, 0 7636 0253 1, £10.99 hbk
This is an American publication which
chronicles the life and achievement of
African-American Sarah Breedlove
Walker (later known as Madam Walker)
who through her activities as a
manufacturer and seller of black hair
products, became by the turn of the 20th
century one of the richest women in
America. She was also a philanthropist
and activist, supporting black causes
and remains today a powerful role
model. Vision of Beauty is a sumptuous
A4 size picture book (each page of text is
faced by an attractive full page colour
illustration) but unusual in that the story
is essentially about an adult, and the
language and much of the content is
pitched at an age range that is likely to
have outgrown picture books. Yet if they
could be persuaded to pick up this book,
it would be a pride forming and very
informative read for 10-12 year-olds. EL

The Philosophy Files
NON-FICTION ***
Stephen Law, ill. Daniel
Postgate, Dolphin, 224pp,
1858817900, £6.99 pbk
The basic topics in philosophy are
presented in a remarkably clear and
enjoyable way in this book. These
include identity, morality, the mind,
and even a brief introduction to the
philosophy of religion. Throughout
the book, the author reminds his
readers that in philosophy they should
learn to think for themselves - and far
more importantly, that it is perfectly in
order to question things or disagree
with what the author might be saying.
The simple cartoon-like illustrations
add to the text, which is consistently
humorous and easily understood. The
book is probably best aimed at
secondary aged children, although
interested adults could also find it an
enjoyable and non threatening
introduction to a subject often
deemed inaccessible. RL
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Flame Angels: An
Anthology of Irish
Writing

***Edited by Polly Nolan,
Mammoth, 128pp,
0 7497 3958 4, £4.99 pbk
All of the stories in Flame Angels
have an Irish setting, but the
characters and events will be
recognisable to readers anywhere.
Defining moments in the lives of
eight young characters are captured,
and may be summed up in the words
of the youth in John McGahern's
'Christmas': 'I felt a new life had
already started to grow out of the
ashes, out of the stupidity of human
wishes.' With the exception of the
seven year-old narrator in 'True
Believers' by Joseph O'Connor, all of
the protagonists are on the cusp
between childhood and adulthood.
But the world of older generations is
not necessarily appealing, and one
has the impression that at least some
of the young protagonists will
endeavour to do things differently.
The settings for the eight stories
range from Dublin to Derry to rural
Ireland, and span issues such as
teenage runaways, a bullying teacher,
the fifteen year-old footballer sent
home from England - 'the boy with
the golden touch and the brilliant
future already behind him', and in
several cases the interplay between
youth and old age. Only two,
'Christmas' and 'True Believers', have
previously been published. VC

The Burning _

Judy Allen, Hodder, 144pp,
0 340 73991 6, £3.99 pbk
Ancient grudges break forth to new
mutinies as teen descendants of
villagers who were caught up in
supernatural events in the past,
unravel bitter truths long buried, and
disturb latent powers patiently
lurking in wait for new hosts to exert
their evil.
The writing is tense and the complex
plotting assured, which adds up to an
exciting, imaginative tale worth
promoting to experienced readers in
the early KS4. DB

The White Horse

Cynthia D Grant, Mammoth,
160pp, 0 7497 3637 2, £5.99 pbk
Raina's mother is a junkie. Homeless
Raina communicates only with her
teacher, Mrs Johnson, through her
creative writing. After her boyfriend's
death Raina gives birth to baby Hope.
Unable to resist the pressures of the
drug culture she eventually
convinces the childless Mrs Johnson
to adopt her baby. The White Horse is
crammed with issues; drug
addiction, teenage pregnancy and

Picture books reviewed
this issue relevant to
older readers:
MyDad(seep21)
Vision of Beauty (see p26)

death, but the treatment is shallow
and the style pedestrian. An
unconvincing and disappointing
novel. NG

P.S. He's Mine!
(a novel in e-mail)

***Rosie Rushton and Nina
Schindler, Piccadilly, 192pp,
1 85340 539 6, £5.99 pbk
Rushton has long entertained and
advised teenagers in her books and
magazine articles: this collaboration
with Schindler continues that
tradition. Ellie and Rieke meet at a
performing arts summer camp in
France and become rivals for the
affections of Marc, an unscrupulous
French boy who has been dating
them both. On their return home,
they quarrel venomously by e-mail
but their correspondence takes on a
new dimension when deeper
problems are revealed. Rieke's father
has become a compulsive gambler
and she fears she is pregnant after her
relationship with Marc. Ellie has an
unstable step-father and she is
haunted by the guilt of inadvertently
playing a part in the accident which
crippled her step-sister. Through
their e-mails the girls establish a
supportive relationship so when
events take a not-always-credible
turn for the better, the veracity of
tone and the thoughtfulness of the
advice exchanged carries the
narrative to a satisfactory conclusion.

VR

Candlefasts

*****William Mayne, Hodder, 224pp,
0 340 75752 3, £12.99 hbk
Candlefasts is the third book in the
trilogy that started with Earthfasts
published in 1966 and its sequel
Cradlefasts in 1995. This latest novel
is best understood in the context of
these earlier stories. The three books
centre around two friends David and
Keith, the mysteries connected with
the moorland farmstead Swang and
the ancient Jingle Stones that call the
boys backward into the past and pull
them into the future. In the award
winning Earthfasts, a young
drummer, Nellie John Jack Cherry,
marches into the hillside in 1742 to
find King Arthur's treasure and
emerges over 200 years later carrying
a candle with a disturbing cold,
eternal white flame. David and Keith
are drawn to help him. The story

continues in Cradlefasts when a
young girl, Clare, convinced that she
is David's dead sister, also
mysteriously emerges as if from 'the
other side'. Candlefasts opens with
the christening of Lyddy, David's new
baby sister. John Cherry gives her a
strange gift; a crystal that he brought
with him from the lead mines two
centuries ago. For David the
ceremony, candles and church recall
the cave's strange events of earlier
years when he vanished from the
present time and was presumed
dead.
Seven years later Lyddy, a wild child
of the moors, has discovered the
secret of the Jingle Stones and the
family at Swang are on the eve of
eviction after 250 years' tenancy at
the farm. Once again Keith and David
must solve the mystery and find the
connection that binds the stones and
the farm together.

The Earthfasts trilogy explores
structures of space and time
relationships, questioning the basis
of received wisdom and reason;
'Reason is any one of the random
effects of apparent confusion and
chance,' David tells Keith.
Mayne makes no concessions to his
young readers in this challenging,
stimulating and ultimately satisfying
work which demands close reading
and rereading and is likely to appeal
to readers with considerable book
experience. NG

The War in Kosovo
NON-FICTION

****Stewart Ross, Wayland 'New
Perspectives', 64pp,
0750227478, £11.99 hbk
This recent addition to the 'New
Perspectives' series on controversial
issues in contemporary history
maintains the high standards of its
predecessors. A grim and
labyrinthine complex of events is
sorted into historical strands, the
presentation of which is supported
by authoritative sources and by more
debatable eye-witness accounts.
The war between Serbia and NATO in
1999 is presented as the culmination
of the latest and perhaps most
atrocious phase of Serbian racism
against the Albanian majority in
Kosovo, a campaign dating back to
1913 when Serbia won Kosovo from
the Ottoman Empire. But Ross'

The
War in
Kosovo

account provides more extensive
background, showing how such
racism is a relatively recent symptom
of an age-old and continent-wide
envy for Kosovo's mineral wealth and
strategic potential. The horrors of the
conflict are not glossed over, though
NATO's motives and 'errors', such as
the bombing of a convoy and of the
Chinese Embassy in Belgrade, might
have been subjected to a less tolerant
scrutiny. As with earlier titles, the
book opens with a gripping account
of a specific event. Context is then
provided by a clear, accessible and
uncondescending text, accompanied
by maps and by historical and
contemporary photographs, though
readers are spared the worst of the
images emerging from recent
investigations of Serbian war crimes.
Highly recommended for critical
reading at key stages 3 and 4. GH

Crossing the Line:
Young Women and
the Law
NON-FICTION

****Edited by Carol Drinkwater,
Women's Press 'Livewire',
128pp, 0 7043 4966 3, £4.99 pbk
This book consists of brief yet vivid
accounts by 16 young women of their
encounters with the law. Many of
their lives are touched by drugs
through misuse, trafficking, and as
witnesses to friends' involvement.
However, the most engaging aspect
of the individual stories is the young
women's determination to survive
and move on from the often terrible
experiences of disfunctional families,
a disfunctional judiciary, and corrupt
and abusive adults.
This paperback challenges the myths
and stereotypes that dogs the
understanding of drug issues. For
instance, what is the point of locking
up so many young women for drug
offences when it has no impact on
levels of use and importation. In the
end it is hard to determine who are
the victims in all this, as in the case of
'Sweet Pea' duped into importing
Class A drugs, or of Ella, a drug user
whose family could not have her, who
then moved into a squat. When the
Council discovered her presence,
they moved her on and removed
everything. She says, 'there was
nothing left, they took all our clothes.'
I found it a privilege to glimpse into
the lives of such courageous young
women who, despite everything,
managed to maintain their dignity. I
hope many young people are able to
get a copy of Crossing the Line. CC
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A Double-Header*from Taddlecombq: rV
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Once upon a time
you could go from Newbury
to Lambourn on the railway.
Real trains too - locomotives
with fire-boxes and smoke-
stacks and pistons - the
whole boiling. They looked
very smart in their GWR
livery, but when the war came
a Henry Ford colour-scheme
was imposed: 'any colour you
like, so long as it's black.'

What the trains said
would have sounded like the
usual racket to most of us, but
to Diana Ross and her little
nephew John Scott, living
near the line, it was a kind of
bird-song: 'chuffa chuffa
chuff, dig-a-dig-dig', and
(Johnny's favourite) 'Whooo-
eeeooo'. Surely there was a
story here? One that would do
particularly well on the
wireless, for whose 'Children's
Hour' Diana was already
writing. (She had a refined ear
for how stories sound, and
many of her tales were
assembled in books like The
Wild Cherry [Faber, 1942],
which she illustrated herself
as 'Gri' [one of her cats], and,
for younger children, Nursery
Tales [Faber, J944], illustrated
by Nancy Innes. They deserve
to be brought back into print
today.)

And where they went:
Mundane places like New-
bury were passed over in favour of a
roundabout journey through the
ruminative countryside that lies around
Taddlecombe junction: Dodge, Mazy,
Callington Humble . . . and ten level-
crossings fuur, uur, uuur') to Pumble.
That was the daily trip^iamfeatur11'1
memorably in Diana Ross's Story of th
Little Red Engine (Faber, 1945), and
although that sounds like the opening of a
series it was actually preceded by a 1942
volume The Little Red Engine Gets a
Name. That's where he gets up steam with
an altogether more dramatic adventure
(for him), being summoned to carry the
King to London. Calamity had befallen the
Big Green Engine, whose job it should
have been. He'd hit a tree on the line
('Boom'). Likewise the Big Black Engine
who'd run into a snowdrift ('Hooosh'). So
despite Royal Doubts - 'Is this the best you
can do?' - the Little Red Engine was
hitched up to the seven first-class
carriages and the ten luggage vans of the
royal entourage and carried the lot to
town. 'A very fine performance,' said the
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King, 'not a moment late,' and he settled
the name of Royal Red on the Little Red
Engine - although that was liable to be
forgotten in the ensuing nine, sometimes

; rather laborious, sequels.
Colouring up the Black.

Apart from jft$ obvious Attractiveness to
small children, the engine's redness was
deliberately intended to bring some cheer
amid the uniform blackness of the 1942
scene, and better to enhance it Diana
Ross enjoyed the collaboration of two
remarkable emigre artists from Poland:
Jan Lewitt and George Him, who worked
together as Lewitt-Him. They were
experienced graphic designers with a nice
portfolio of pharmaceutical ads
('Herbopurgol for constipation') and
photomontages ('the Coronation of Stalin
as Emperor of the Proletariat'), and while
they were in Poland they had illustrated
Juljan Tuwim's Lokomotywa, one of the
defining icons of the modern picture
book. The book had already been
translated (London: the Minerva Press,

1938), so thus practised in the
matter of engines, and with
another book completed for
Faber (The Football's Revolt,
1939), what more natural than
that Lewitt-Him should have
the commission for Royal Red?
And they did him proud:
winning curvaceous graphics
(look at those big, eager
headlamp eyes), subtle use of
offset lithography. It was a
notable achievement, and
when, in 1945, they were too
preoccupied with other
matters to illustrate the second
book, they were followed by
Leslie Wood who based his
designs closely on their model.
(A year later Wood also
illustrated Ross's racy story
about flying underwear in
Whoo, Whoo, the Wind Blew.)
Courage and consolation on
the Branch Lines:
Royal Red was not by any
means the first heroic
locomotive on the tracks. The
fashion was started by
America's famous tale of the
Pony Engine ('I think I can, I
think I can') whose authorship
is still disputed. But Royal Red
was the first namer** in the
English succession, preceding
the Rev. Awdry's shedful of
wallies by at least three years
and Graham Greene's
lugubrious, and somewhat
plagiaristic Little Train by four.

All of them though shuffled along the
accustomed metals of folktale, with their
obscure and under-powered heroes
triumphing over the powerful and
imperious for all their Walschaert's valve
gears. And, by extension, they offer their
small readers/listeners a paradigm of the
rewards of httpe and perseverance: 'I'm a
Main Line Engine and I've carried the
King... Whoooeeeeeooo.' •
Two engines coupled together to pull a heavy train
(as every train spotter knows ...).

'Namer' was a term used by youthful trainspotters.

While this piece was being written, news came
through of the death of Diana Ross, aged 89, on 4
May (see obituary on page 15).

lory < > f the l.itde lied Lngine A n d r e i 'in
. 99-102 :•>, £6.99 hhk). logc'ther with two ot

[ Engine titles, IKIS recently been reissued
illustrations re-originated I ron) Leslie \Voi:
artwork (see review in BfK 121, March 2000).

Brian Alderson is ('hair of the Children's Books
History Society and the- chief children's book
consultant for The Times.


