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EDITORIAL

Sometimes writers need a good
publisher to save them from
themselves. When a writer is well

known and sells wells, the temptation
for a publisher to evade this
responsibility can be great. The large
marketing spends currently behind the
small number of top selling children's
writers can mitigate against editors
taking a forthright position when the
next manuscript from a famous name is
delivered. Turn down a book that is
shoddily written or just plain shoddy
and you may lose the author to another
house. Better, perhaps, to turn a blind
eye.
The world portrayed by Melvin Burgess
is often bleak and persecutery- teenage
drug addiction in Junk, paranoia and
betrayal in Bloodtide and compulsive
behaviour in Lady. So far, however, his
powerfully imaginative writing and
often archetypal characters have
enabled him to carry off challenging
subject matter in a way that teenage
readers can engage with. Robbers on
the Road*, his latest book and one
aimed at a younger age group, is a
different matter.
Written for a young fiction series,
'Tudor Flashbacks', Robbers on the
Road is the story of two boys, Will and
Francis, at school in Elizabethan times
and how they get involved with a
highwayman. Details of the beatings
inflicted by their schoolmaster, Mr
Japes, are described with a relish that
belies the reality of such cruel
treatment: 'It was a usual sort of
whipping - not too hard but enough to
leave some good red stripes...'; 'Francis
showed us all his stripes - there was
blood.' But, most disturbingly, Burgess
has Francis deliberately and repeatedly
provoking the schoolmaster to punish
him and then voluntarily placing
himself ready for punishment. Perhaps
an adult reader could understand that a
very disturbed child might need to act
out such a sado-masochistic scenario,

Rosemary Stones

longing for rescue. But no such
psychological portrait is on offer in this
crudely written short novel even if such
a thing were appropriate to the age
range for the series within which it is
published. Instead, with Robbers on the
Road we have a book that just dumps
on children.

* Robbers on the Road by Melvin Burgess is
published by A & C Black at £8.99.

Goodbye Mog by Judith Kerr, published by Collins,
is Editor's Choice with a five-star review on page 19.
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The battle for literacy amongst young people
can be an uphill one even in a developed
country which is at peace and commands many
resources. The battle's a lot harder in places
wracked by war, oppression and poverty -
places like Eamallah in the occupied Vest Bank
where the Tamer Institute for Community
Education works to bring children and books
together, 5hereen Pandit explores.

5ome months ago, a writer friend who'd taught in Ramallah
forwarded to me an email originating from the Palestinian
Ministry of Education. It described in graphic detail the
Israeli army's destruction of the Ministry's offices, physically

taking them apart, with tanks and explosives, ill-treating the staff,
destroying equipment and irreplaceable books, files, documents,
records. Such attacks, plus shootings, deaths and curfews gravely
endanger literacy amongst Palestinian youth.

The Tamer Institute for Community Education, a non-profit making
NGO established in 1989 in response to an urgent need of the
Palestinian people, namely 'to... learn and become productive', is
at the forefront of the battle for literacy in Palestine. Tamer's
primary aim is to promote literacy through 'creating learning
environments... through encouraging reading, expression of
personal experience, creativity, achievement, and the trans-
formation of experience into cultural products.'

Tonight (27/9/02) I am privileged to meet its director, Jehan Helou.
Waiting for her in the quiet lobby of a central London hotel,
remembering the battle I participated in for black education in
apartheid South Africa, I am conscious of just how immense the

task in Ramallah must be. I am conscious of how much initiative,
resourcefulness, courage and determination are required - plus a
lot of energy. The small, white-haired woman who rushes up to me,
spilling books and papers, words and smiles, exudes exactly that.

Jehan, youthful political turned mature literary activist, says that
Tamer was a response to what people felt was a disaster taking
place in the wake of the first Intifada01, namely the destruction of
education in Palestine: 'so they had education in houses and
community-based centres, so this is how it started, to have some
education activities and we started a reading campaign.'

The reading campaign
The reading campaign is still what Tamer is best known for in
Palestine, 'urging children, youngsters and the entire community to
acquire knowledge, thus to develop by reading.' The annual
reading week involves entire communities, through hundreds of
community-based institutions, which decide, says Jehan, 'what to
do in relation to reading, creative writing, discussing books, poetry
recitals, etc. We have posters and pamphlets encouraging it.' Tamer
also activates community-based libraries in partnership with the
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Ministry of Culture and has created a resource centre to run
workshops to encourage reading and writing in the West Bank and
Gaza Strip, as well as the development of library skills. The Institute
mounts exhibitions and trains librarians and volunteers who run
activities which appeal to children inside the libraries 'to make it an
attractive place'. Tamer works hard to show that 'reading... should
really increase during the Intifada because there is a need for
learning and entertainment.'

Jehan glows with pride when she describes a project run almost
entirely by people aged 14 to 21 - an entire weekly page of a
newspaper, as well as a bimonthly supplement in Al Ayyam
newspaper. This is a forum 'for literary and educational expression'.
Young people have complete control of this. 'We (adults) only have
a consultant for the technical things. Even I don't see it before it is
published... It's open, they can write about anything, but the
supplement, which is bi-monthly, usually has a theme. The last one
was about education now, under Israeli aggression and occupation.
This was after Jenin and the incursion on the West Bank... Most of
it... it's creative but it's a sort of documentary, either writing about
their experiences or about the past...'

An oral tradition
Jehan talks about getting children to write when faced not just by
curfews and war, but by diffidence, both natural diffidence and that
arising from the fact that their culture, though rich in poetry and
folktales, is mainly an oral one. In creative writing courses and
workshops, children who think that writing is not for them, that
they cannot be creative, are encouraged to write. The weekly
newspaper page is one of the places where they can see their
writing in print. Other projects include Summer Days - an annual
camp for the exchange of ideas; the My First Book competition in
which children are invited to submit work to be judged by experts,
with publication and being read within the community as the prize;
the My Passport to Reading and the Small Continent project.

Not only does Tamer publish Palestinian books by and for children,
but it also makes available, through translation, the work of non-
Palestinian writers, for example, the works of South African writer
Beverley Naidoo. According to Jehan, Journey to Jo'burg, set in
the townships and homelands of apartheid South Africa, found
particular resonance amongst Palestinians, whose situation is
increasingly compared to that of black South Africans in the
apartheid era.

A political struggle?
Reference to Beverley Naidoo's visit to Ramallah and the reading of
her books by Palestinian children, and even adults, leads naturally
to comparisons between Tamer's work and that done by township
youth organizations in 1980s' South Africa. Jehan's response is that
while Tamer's purpose is not directly a political one, 'You can't say
anything is not political, because our national struggle is a political
struggle, even if we are not committed to a certain party or
organisation. They (the community) are politicized... even in
literacy... grandmothers and fathers know about politics... but no,

we don't belong to any political party, we don't have any
ideology... but we are dealing with issues of equal opportunities,
of change, of empowerment and teaching children to be part of that
change and liberation and development in our society.'

Thus when oppressors seek to undermine an oppressed people not
only by bombs but also by creating an environment in which
formal education is difficult, if not impossible, then the educational
work of organizations like Tamer is, albeit indirectly, a political act.
Jehan talks about the need for young people to know and take
pride in their national history and identity, their culture, which she
sees as part of children's rights. 'We want... of course to have
literacy for our children because of the disruption of education,
always the oppressor wants the oppressed to be ignorant, to
subjugate us, etc. but education and knowledge are tools not of
oppression but of liberation, but we also would like in our books
or readings or activities... to have children express themselves
without any oppression or inhibitions and to have critical thinking
and they should read all the factors and come to conclusions... It's
not easy, but this element is the main element, not to take things
just at their face value or to believe what the family or the tribe or
the school tells them... we are under occupation of course, this is
part of our national struggle, you cannot have development or...
liberation from occupation if you are ignorant...'

A tool of cultural understanding
What, I ask, can Tamer's experience and the books they produce
teach us in the West? Jehan argues that literacy is a tool of cultural
understanding and exchange. It can teach children tolerance, about
the existence of diversity. 'We would love children in the West, in
other parts of the world to know, to have really a sense of what the
Palestinian children are... how they live, how they think, how they
suffer, how they love, laugh. So I think we would love to have our

literature, our books, children's
books by children or by adults,
to be translated into different
languages as much as we also
love to have the books of
different languages and
different cultures translated and
available to our children, which
is why we translated Journey
to Jo'burg and Chain of Fire.'

Tamer's work isn't made any
easier by the position adopted
by international agencies such
as IBBY!2>, whose executive has
still not allowed Palestinian
organisations and individuals to
form a national section of IBBY.
Although IBBY's constitution
allows entry to 'countries' and
'nations', policy to date has

9 "H&-~- meant that only 'sovereign
Tlv -j, states' as defined by the United
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Nations have been allowed to form
national sections. This position is
being challenged by, amongst others,
the British section of IBBY.

As the UK section points out, IBBY is
depriving Palestinians of 'the benefits
which accrue from belonging to an
international body dedicated to the
same aims that they hold for their
country' viz. 'to promote the
development of quality creative
literature and picture books for young
people' - something which Tamer
strives to do. Jehan is understandably
irate at IBBY's position0'.

We move on to discussing
Islamaphobia and talk about the
depiction of Muslims in children's
literature available in the West. Jehan
laughs: 'We are not obsessed, yes,
okay religious values are important
but we are not, our children are not,
obsessed by religion or fanaticism or
fundamentalism - yes, our books
show children who like to laugh, to
love... You'd be surprised.' She tells
me mischievously as she eats a biscuit
and pours us more coffee, 'There are
even wedding invitations that say:

'There's no electricity to read by... but there's plenty of light from the bombs.'

My life and the Bullet
By Kifah Al Aaraj, age 14. Khan Tunis

A beautiful house, nice clothes, and a city with
wonderful views... many things I used to dream
about, but the occupation has destroyed all our
dreams.

The Intifada started, and we heard only the
sound of bullets in the streets, the thunder of
fighter planes in the sky and waves of dead
and injured.

One day I woke up early. It was quiet, no
bullets, no fighting in the streets, only a
distant humming of a fighter plane. I started
to help my mother with cleaning and tidying
the house. I went to get the dry washing from
the roof. I started collecting the clothes. And
suddenly I felt something piercing my back. At
the first instant it did not hurt, but moments
later I began to feel a fire burning in my
back and chest. I shouted calling my mother.

There was no fighting in the streets, and no
sound of bullets. It was quiet, only the thunder
of a fighter plane in the sky.

They took me to the hospital, and tried to get
the bullet out, but they couldn't, it was buried
so deep in my back. They took me to a hospital
in an Arab country where they tried
everything to help me, but they couldn't
remove the bullet.

Now wherever I go, I carry the bullet with me,
a gift from the occupation.

The end. Translated by Dr Sonia Nimer

"Oh, the wedding's on Thursday but if there's a curfew, it is the
next day." It's marvellous how life goes on...'

Dominated by war and occupation
To illustrate the point, she hands me some of the load of books
and papers, pictures and posters, even embroidery, with which
she entered the room. She's right. There is no doubt from the
posters, newspaper articles, stories, drawings, all by children, that
these are children whose lives are dominated by war and
occupation, because this is mainly what they write about, what
they draw. Painful writings and drawings of death, deprivation
and despair. Even the humorous ones are painful, like the poster
in which one person complains of not being able to do
homework because there is no electricity and another responds
that there is plenty of light being generated by the bombs. But
there are also books which celebrate the natural world, the proud
history, the monuments of Palestine, drawings about the
everyday lives of Palestinians.

Tomorrow Jehan is off to the IBBY conference and I to join what
will turn out to be the biggest anti-war and pro-Palestinian march
in the UK(4). Meantime in Palestine, life does, or doesn't, go on for
the children of Palestine. To those for whom it does, Jehan Helou
and the Tamer Institute may ultimately prove that if the pen is not
mightier than the sword, it is at least its equal. •

a)Intifada means uprising, as in the situation in Palestine where
masses of oppressed people, rather than armed forces,
spontaneously rise to confront their oppressors.

(2)IBBY (The International Board on Books for Young People) is,
according to its mission statement, 'a non-profit organization which
represents an international network of people from all over the
world who are committed to bringing books and children together'.

'"Update from the IBBY conference in October 2002: A motion put
by the British and Irish sections of IBBY calling for the admission of
Palestine, won much support. The motion was passed by IBBY's
general assembly but the matter has been referred back to the
executive who have set up a sub-committee to look into the whole
question of membership. They will report back at their next meeting
in April at Bologna, so the situation is far from being resolved.

(0The march took place on 28 September 2002 in London.

Shereen Pandit is a writer and a teacher of creative writing to
refugees, mainly women, from many countries.
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LAUNCHING YOUNG READERS:
How to navigate through the series
Once upon a time reading schemes (such as The Beacon Readers, Janet and John, Ladybird Key
Words et al) with their simple vocabularies, formulaic sentences ('This is Janet. Here is John.') and
stereotyped patterns of behaviour launched the reading careers of the nation. But if an emerging
reader is to become a lover of literature or even to move from functional literacy to something
more sophisticated, some more valuable and nourishing input is needed. Can series fiction
provide it? Julia Eccleshare explores.

R emarkably few novels written for
younger readers in the first half of
the last century endured the test of

time. Rudyard Kipling's Just So Stories
address a young audience - but more as
listeners than readers: 'Once upon a time,
on an uninhabited island on the shores of
the Red Sea, there lived a Parsee from
whose hat the rays of the sun were
reflected in more-than-oriental
splendour.' The opening of 'How the
Rhinoceros Got His Skin' does not trip
easily off the tongue of those brought up
on 'See the dog run' or the simple
exchanges between Biff and Chips.
Similarly, A A Milne's Winnie-the-Pooh
and The House at Pooh Corner, though
unquestionably aimed at young readers,
are written in such an arch style that they
have always seemed more suitable for
reading aloud than reading alone.

Making readers: Blyton
and Dahl
It wasn't until Enid Blyton, who cared not
at all what adults thought of her writing
so long as the children she wrote for liked
what she did, that, apparently universally,
the imagination of emerging readers was
appealed to at a level of reading skill that
they could readily manage. Despite
almost half a century of censure for her
lack of literary credentials, her
stereotypical characters and her
underlying racist attitudes, novels such as
Adventures of the Wishing-Chair and the
redoubtable Famous Five have led her,
amongst all authors, to be the writer most
often credited by the 40+ generation for
turning them into readers.
A generation later, Roald Dahl had exactly
the same effect. In quite a different way,
Dahl has the same ability to appeal
directly to his readers, avoiding adult

intervention entirely. Like Blyton, he is at
times racist and sexist and, though he did
care about what adult critics thought of
his books, he cared more about the
children he was writing for. In content
and style his books collude with his
young readers, often at the expense of
adults. Drawn in by dramatic openings
such as the sudden and tragic death of
James's parents who are eaten by 'an
enormous angry rhinoceros' - and in
broad daylight, too - in James and the
Giant Peach, young readers are hooked,
reading through Dahl apparently almost
by osmosis. And Dahl delivers. Charlie
and the Chocolate Factory, The Magic
Finger, Fantastic Mr Fox and the rest all
have genuine stories.
And there are others: individual titles
whose quality has had the ability to
change children into readers. Ursula
Moray Williams's Adventures of the Little
Wooden Horse and Gobbolina the
Witch's Cat, Catherine Storr's Clever Polly
and the Stupid Wolf and later Jeff Brown's
Flat Stanley and Florence Parry Heide's
The Shrinking of Treehorn are just some
of the high points. These are books of real
emotion embracing the full range of
humour, pathos and adventure. Books
that show the complexity of reading but
within the possibilities of the unskilled
reader.

Series publishing
But that was before the need to make sure
that all children can and do become
readers quite properly became a central
plank in education. And before
publishing, again for quite proper
reasons, became inextricably tied up with
education as the library and home
markets dwindled.
Of course, publishers recognised the
need for novels for younger readers

nearly half a century ago in the buoyant,
child-centred years of the 1960s and early
1970s. 'Reindeers', 'Antelopes', 'Gazelles',
'Acorns' - series proliferated, a way of
helping both children and teachers to
find a book at the right level and so to
enable children to progress smoothly.
These new series not only gave a focus to
books for the younger reader but
attracted some excellent writing. New
authors were launched alongside some of
the best known names who then, as now,
liked to write short as well as long.
Commercially, series made sense too.
These small books needed the shelter of a
series to be affordable to produce and to
find shelf room.

Disappointing black and
white
But the breakthrough in young fiction
which gave it the appearance it has today
came with the recognition that these
short novels (with the all important
chapters that young readers aspire to)
should, as near as possible, flow
seamlessly from the learning to read
experience. For those lucky enough to
have found their first reading experiences
in such picture books as John
Burningham's Mr Gumpy's Outing or Pat
Hutchins's Rosie's Walk, small format
young fiction novels with their clear print
and black and white illustrations were
bound to disappoint. Heinemann's
'Banana Books' were the first to introduce
colour: it was a critical change that made
the young novel both look like a 'proper'
book while also having the appeal of the
picture book territory from where the
reader had come.
From then on, there was no going back to
black and white illustrations and no
going back on the importance of young
fiction. But, young fiction soon slipped
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away from both the wonderful picture
books it came from and the high quality
longer novels it was moving readers onto.
As long ago as 1982 Margaret Meek
predicted the current situation in
Learning to Read (Bodley Head, 1982)
when she wrote, 'Literacy is the world's
yardstick for children's learning... What
was once a shared pleasure at home, is
now an individual accomplishment
within a public setting, with degrees of
success measured by books of
progressive difficulty and teacher's praise
and standardized tests.' And she couldn't
even have dreamt of Key Stages.

Measurable results
The current need for schools to produce
measurable results in reading has made
both teachers and parents hungrier than
ever for books to help with first steps in

independent reading. And publishers
have responded - there are 'Colour Young
Hippos', 'Flying Foxes', 'I am Reading',
'Ready, Steady, Read!', 'Colour Young
Puffins' and then, the a little more
difficult 'Roaring Good Reads', 'Sprinters',
'Young Corgis', 'Young Puffins' and so
many more - attractively presented for a
visually literate readership. Much
attention has been lavished on how the
books look with a layout, including
careful use of sympathetic typefaces,
designed to make reading seem as
approachable as possible. The step to
becoming a real reader has been divided
into carefully calibrated stages: from
Puffin alone there are three kinds of
bridging books - including the exemplary
'Happy Families' series which shows that
Allan Ahlberg is a genius of the genre -
even before 'Young Puffins' which,
designated for Developing Readers, are
classified as 'Ideal for building reading
confidence'. It's all a process to 'make'
readers through apparently measurable
outcomes.

Disappointing titles and
patchy series
So, the science behind this crucial young
reading stage is good but that's not really
how readers are made. It's the quality of
the storytelling and the power of the
writing that will make the difference.
These are often lost in the need for a
certain word count or level of difficulty 'as
checked by a reading consultant' which
many such books are. When it comes to
the content there are no clear rules: all
the laborious effort that goes into getting
to Key Stage One, level 3 or, in common
parlance which is rarely spoken any
more, being an enthusiastic and
competent reader, can be lost in a few
short pages as indifferent stories dull the
senses and turn reading from being a
pleasure into a chore.
Series fiction of any kind is bound to be
patchy. And there's no short cut to
knowing which will be good since even
successful authors can turn in
indifferent short novels. General
complaints are that too many titles
patronise the readers, assuming they
want to concentrate on the trivia of their
own lives. Too many are set in the
classroom. Too many are noisy stories
which can only be conveyed with
frequent exclamation marks. Tiring to
read and to engage with. Strange really
when picture books manage very quietly
to tackle such major themes as mortality

(Posy Simmons's Fred, John Burning-
ham's Granpa, Jeanne Willis/Susan
Varley's Badger's Parting Gift), anger of
different kinds (Maurice Sendak's Where
the Wild Things Are, Tony Ross's I Want
My Potty), sibling rivalry and many
other central issues in children's lives.
With the emphasis on the suitability of
the story, another problem creeps in
about lack of interest in language.
Children who have learnt to read and
have marvellous lines of poetry
resonating in their heads (eg Quentin
Blake's Mister Magnolia: 'Mr Magnolia
has only one boot. / He has an old
trumpet that goes rooty-toot') may find
themselves bogged down in pedestrian
sentence work which has stuck to a
language framework.

Not all bad news
But not all is bad news for young fiction.
Some strong voices have grown and
developed and continue to provide good
stories in which something tangible
happens. Certainly Ann Cameron's Julian
Stories (Young Corgi), Terence Blacker's
Ms Wiz (Macmillan), Humphrey
Carpenter's Mr Majeika (Young Puffins)
and most recently Ian Whybrow's Little
Wolf's Book of Badness and its sequels
(Collins) all seem to go from strength to
strength.
And even within the series there are some
strong editorial leads. 'Young Corgis' are
remarkably consistent: it's rare to read
one which leaves you with the
disappointing feeling of 'so what?'
'Sprinters', too, have real story qualities.
Collins new 'Roaring Good Reads' have
started with some strong titles including
Jenny Nimmo's The Witch's Tears and
Jean Ure's Daisy May. For an earlier stage
- more pictures, and in colour - two more
newcomers, 'Colour Young Hippos' and
'Flying Foxes' are attractive to look at and
include some amusing stories such as
Susan Kelly and Lizzie Finlay's A Tale of
Two Wolves.
Financially unrewarding, unglamorous
for prizes or even reviews, young fiction is
easily overlooked. And yet, if it connects,
it provides the moment - often only a
brief moment - in which a reader is
made. Young fiction is a reading snack
and like a snack it may be quickly
forgotten but if it's quality it can prove to
be a lifesaver. •

Julia Eccleshare is the children's book editor
of The Guardian.
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Praise for Strange Boy

"Clever, well crafted and convincing. Paul Magrs gives you a real sense of what it is to
be different, and at the same time a part of the bustle of family life without ever losing
sight of any of the people involved. The main character is a knowing little sod who
probably got his head kicked in as soon as he was old enough."

Melvin Burgess

"I really enjoyed this book. It's honest and quirky and takes us into a world that's both
very ordinary and very strange."

David Almond

"Strange Boy will entertain any reader, of any age or persuasion, who has ever felt
secretly relieved at being an outsider."

Patrick Gale

"Any child having to juggle split loyalties and make sense of adult lies and betrayals and
insecurities, anyone who enjoys a richly imaginative interior life, will identify with David
and his super powers."

Georg/no Hammick

Out Now!

Paperback original £7.99

ISBN 0689 836570 SIMON &
SCHUSTER
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Strange Boy or
Weird World?
In 1909 on his first visit to the US, Sigmund
Freud addressed an audience at Clark
University in Massachusetts on the thorny
topic of childhood sexuality: '... it is certainly
not the case that the sexual instinct enters into
children at the age of puberty... a child has
sexual instincts and activities from the first...'*
Almost a hundred years later Paul Magrs's
novel, Strange Boy, which contains a scene
where the hero and his friend explore their
changing bodies, has proved controversial.
But what kind of novel is it? Jonathan Douglas
investigates.

David is a ten-year-old on a North East
estate at the height of the glam 70s.
His parents have split up and he and

his brother's lives are divided between his
parents', parents' partners' and grandparents'
lives and homes.The pain and tension this
causes deeply upsets David.These embittered
households are matriarchal. His brassy Little
Nana, a nightclub Shirley Bassey impersonator;
rules the roost - her husband is a butcher by
trade, however he is scarcely butcher by
nature than his extravagant wife.

The title is ironic. It isn't David, the boy
narrator; who is strange, but it is the adult
world surrounding him which is marked by
weirdness: this is the world where the
neighbour; the aptly named Maddy, paints
raunchy icons of Mary Magdalene on
wallpaper and posts them through the parish
priest's letter box; a world where David's
alienated parents vie for their children's
affections and scheme for their attention; a
70s culture so bizarre that the novel
concludes with a glossary to guide the reader
through aberrations such as the film Xanadu, in
which the muse Terpsichore descends to earth
(in the form of Olivia Newton-John) to attend
the opening of a roller-disco,

David doesn't fit in at school. At the start of
the book he has a sexual experience with his
friend John and throughout the book he has
an appalled fascination for penises. David feels
different. He believes that he has special
powers like his comic book heroes.This belief
allows him to cope with not fitting in. At times
his powers appear to be an illusionary
psychological defence, but he works two
wonders with them: he inspires aging Dutch
Anna to win a supermarket trolley dash by
piling her basket high with Advocaat, and he
heals John's bruises after he has been beaten
up. His powers are as ambiguous and as

confused as his apparently amazing memories.
With the perspective of a Tristram Shandy he
seems to remember his own birth and
conception, but he begins to wonder if these
memories are the product of having been told
the events as stories,

The stories told by his mother and
grandmothers thrill David.The novel feels most
directly autobiographical when, entranced by
the power of stories and after hearing about
the charmed life of a local successful Catherine
Cookson type of writer; David explains 'at five,
six, seven years old, I was thinking that a
writer's life seemed quite a good idea.'

As the novel's narrator David's character
emerges through his own voice.This is not a
convincing voice of a ten-year-old, but a more
complex and maturely reflective voice.This
strengthens the autobiographical feel of the
writing. David simultaneously looks forward to
and fears adulthood. He revels in being talked
to by adults as if his opinions matter and is
excited by his influence when his revelations
impact on people's lives. But he dreads aspects
of maturing. He has an epiphany when he
watches his dad shave:'And suddenly I realise, I
don't know how, that shaving - this terrible,
boring, dangerous thing that you have to do -
is going to be something I'll never learn to do
properly.'

So does the sexual experimentation with John
mean that David will grow up to be gay? At
the beginning of the story David talks about
his super heroes"origin stories', the
explanations for where their powers and
heroic identities come from. Is this his gay

'origin story? One reviewer has suggested that
'Queer Boy' would be a fitting title.This really
seems to be missing the point. What matters
for David's future is that he begins to enjoy the
stability which will allow him to enjoy the
strangeness of the world, and his own
difference. Having said that, you do have to
wonder about a boy who notices that his
teacher has a Barbara Streisand hairdo...

At the end of the novel David confronts his
father:'Sometimes you grown-ups are
just... like, weird. Most of the time you carry
on like mad people.' David is not strange, he is
different. For David 'we're all in different
worlds'. Being different does not make life easy
but it can make it wonderful. •

Jonathan Douglas is Advisor forYouth and
School Libraries at the Chartered Institute of
Library Information Professionals (CILIP).
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The Wonderful Thing
When a young person realizes that s/he is or may be gay, the
experience is often one of intense loneliness - as though s/he
were the only person in the world in this often difficult and
confusing situation. So what is it like to write a semi-
autobiographical novel about a young gay person? Paul Magrs,
author of Strange Boy, explains.

I want to start with a quotation from Jigger
the Tiger; who asserted that, undoubtedly,
the most wonderful thing about being him

was that:'I'm the only one.Yes! I'm the
oooooonly onel'That (or variations thereof)
happens to be one of the most often recurring
lines in the novels I've been reading in
connection with this article. I think I used a
version of the line in my own book, Strange
Boy.The narrator, David, sensing his own
oddity, must at some point surmise that he is,
indeed, the only one.

The only what? In Strange Boy, David doesn't
know. He doesn't have the word for it yet. He
just knows he's different from most people
around him and he's pretty much glad of the
fact. It's a mostly autobiographical novel too,
and so it's only fair to point out that I'm
actually pretty much glad of the fact - still.

The story of a childhood

In the midst of all the kerfuffle and palaver
surrounding the publication of my book in June
last year I really felt that I was the only novelist
doing this particular job. By which, I mean,
presenting a novel narrated by a ten-year-old
child who might well grow up to be gay; who
is, in fact, grappling with intimations of his
sexuality already.This was PC-ness gone mad,
said the Scottish teacher's union. Well-nigh
pornographic, claimed various Catholic
organisations. Burn it, suggested a Bible-bashing
US website. All of these bodies were too
appalled to actually read the book. Some even
seemed proud that they felt able to condemn
it without reading it.

The volume of this interest made me think
that, maybe, this kind of thing hadn't been
done before. As I had to restate, on TV, on
radio, in print: I was just writing the story of
my childhood, for an audience of children and
teens. Why shouldn't I do so? Who was going
to stop me? A touch of thatTiggerish
irrepressibiiity came over me, faced with the
front page, shock horror tactics of our glorious
tabloids.This was censorship, this was
repressive weirdness. And I had to fight it,
tigerish tooth and claw.

Not the only one...

But then, lo and behold, I am sent a whole pile
of novels by Books for Keeps for this article
which boast characters who are gay or who
might be. I welcome them. Maybe, reading
them, it'll be like one of those mythical 'coming

out' moments and I' l l find a whole community
of the like-minded and the similarly oriented.
Maybe there are other novelists out there who
won't cave in to those who tell us that
children shouldn't be allowed to read about
people who are gay.

Unequivocal gender choice?

Ted van Lieshout's Brothers is a delicate, slim
novel of shattering clarity. Here are two
brothers who are both secretly gay, and who
never tell each other One, Marius, has died
before the book begins. It is Luke who picks
up the pieces and reads his brother's diaries. A
dialogue between them ensues, in the form of
marginalia and perplexed flashbacks. Lieshout's
work is translated by Lance Salway, who has a
keen ear for English idiom: the book rings true
in every sense.The brothers in this book are
older than David is in mine; by four or five
years,They have the names and the correct
words for what they might be. Does this make
things any easier for them? Or for the people
- especially busy-body critics - who might
read it? Can we take the deceptively
sophisticated quandaries of the boys more
seriously if the boys in question are somewhat
older?

1 could accept this because I actually liked
being the way I was. I still felt that I was a
really special boy and why would a special
boy choose to be ordinary?'

My only quibble with Lieshout's world is that
things become rather clear-cut. You like either
boys or girls and that feeling, intrinsic and
immutable, stays with you.There's no bet-
hedging, no equivocation other than that your
immediate family unwittingly imposes on you.
Now, this allows people to simply regard this
as a novel for teens with a gay teen character
in it: a 'coming out' book.Therefore, useful in its
own limited way

Safely marginalised. I'm more interested in
those ambiguous gaps and elisions in novels.
Always have been.

Polymorphously perverse

This mention of ambivalence takes us to
Francesca Lia Block and Weetzie Bat, the first
volume of a sequence 'Dangerous Angels'
featuring her heroine, Weetzie Bat.These are
reprinted from the Eighties but, repackaged
now, seem entirely of the moment. Maybe that
slangy, slackerish LA dialogue has become
timeless.

There's a gorgeous haphazardness about
Weetzie Bat's adventures with her friends.
These are neo-punkish polymorphously
perverse* Mall Rats: too old for their years,
breathless with the excitement of it all and
busily inventing their own lives for themselves.
They play with adult toys: Weetzie inherits a
fantastic house and fills it with friends and
freaks and we get merrily caught up in it all. So
where's the moral backlash against the author
of this novel? A novel for kids in which the
teen heroine leaps into bed with her two gay
male pals in order to get herself pregnant?

They all just sat there, bolt upright, listening
to "I Wanna Hold Your Hand".
"I feel weird," Weetzie said.
"Me, too," Dirk said.
Duck scratched his head.
"But we want a baby and we love each
other" Weetzie said.
"I love you.Weetz. I love you, Dirk," Duck
said.'

There's something delightful all the way
through this book, about the kids' easy
acceptance of each others' preferences and
fads, sexual and fashionwise.They make no
bones about any of it and just get on with
having a nice time. It's not exactly High
Realism, but it does say quite a bit (in a short
time) about being brave and being able to
invent your own life. And about having to
parent your parents through the changes.
Weetzie's dad is a mess and we get to like him
despite all his faults. It's interesting to note how
many of the parents in these books are
messed up in one way or another Or rather;
how many are the still-confused, befuddled
products of a fifties childhood (a nicer way of
putting it). Not that I'm pointing this up as a
feature of parents of gay children in or out of
books: it's a feature of many contemporary
children's books, from Philip Pullman to
Jacqueline Wilson: slightly flakey parents who
made it through the Sixties ... only just.

Spicey and sassy

The mention of realism there brings me to the
tower blocks and graffiti and piss-stained
stairwells of Virginia Euwer Wolff's True
Believer.There's a verve and honesty about
this book, too. A novel all in verse, in a
rollicking, streetwise low demotic. It's narrated
by LaVaughan, who wants to get educated and
get out:

'two people in the same dirty building
both going to college
when nobody here ever did that before.'

The tall, frayed stanzas of Wolff's pages look
like dirty tower blocks themselves, as we are
led from room to room, family to family, and
generally get caught up in these intensively-
lived lives and all their fraughtness: crack
mothers, prostitutes and... of course, the
neighbourhood beautiful skater boy who
LaVaughan gets a crush on and who, of course,
turns out to be completely queer

The first thing I saw was the lamplight on
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the fish tank,
and two people, just their heads
partly hidden by the tank.
Like they were whispering to each other
I got my eyes to focus and
there was something in my spine pulling me
back
but something in my eyes pushing me
forward
and I recognized Jody but not the other
one,
I only noticed it was a boy,'

Of course, this wonderful, spicey and sassy
novel is all from LaVaughan's point of view and
so Jody is unreachable to us, as he is to her He
is older; accomplished and out and proud. We
don't know anything much about him.

Unknowable and distant

So, while these books bring us the gay male
teen heroes, they also make them distant
somehow.They put them 'over there'; at a safe
distance.'In the Lieshout one of them is dead,
in Block they are just exotic and crazy, and in
Wolff, impossibly romantic and remote. So I'm
not quite getting the feeling that I'm in that
community that could come under such fire
for'breaking an unspoken children's publishing
taboo'. Perhaps the taboo broken is the one
that insists any gay character should be to one
side, unknowable.

Not centre stage, first person, present tense:

To be centre stage, first person and present
tense is to be on the hoof. It is to implicate
the reader For the purposes of that book they,
too, are a gay ten-year-old while reading. Does
that unsettle them? Isn't reading the most
polymorphously perverse* act in the world,
anyway?

There's also another problem with these
books,They're distanced from us, from me, by
location. Wolff and Block in the States, Lieshout
in the Netherlands. I want to know what other
British writers are doing with this stuff.

I don't believe in Philip Pullman's queer angels
for a second.

Really, I have to go back into the past, and say
a word for a novel that really, someone ought
to reprint.

I'm talking about the novel that I read at
thirteen, A teen novel, in the children's section
of Newton Aycliffe library. It was David Rees's
In the Tent, long since out of print. It was a
book I read down the Burn, up in the trees,
with my best friend. We also read a racey,
straight adult novel, and never really saw the
difference between them. (Except the straight
one was a bit sadistic and nasty. In the Tent
was kind of cosy and familiar) It deals with
four boys lost on a walking trip in the Lake
District: the sensitive boy narrates.There's a
sensible one, an athletic leaden a closet-case
Spaniard boy and Tim, who lets us in on his
fantasies about being around during the Civil
War (he's good at history).The whole book is
a kind of homoerotic Blair Witch Project.Yet
the unseen menace isn't some disembodied
maniacal force from the past, but the boys'
sneaking suspicions to do with each others'
respective bents. It was an electrifying read at
thirteen.The first time I read the words 'fuck
off in a novel for people my age.The first time
I read a scene like the following:

'"You're a queer one,Tim."

Something in the voice told him it was
deliberate, a challenge. Did he dare pick up
such a gauntlet? His heart started to flutter;
and his stomach heaved. "Am I?" he croaked.

' Aaron nodded,Tim picked it up, the very
first time since he knew that he was. "Does
it show?'"

A liberating moment of drama

It's a novel that's stayed with me. I've never
owned a copy. I took it out of Aycliffe library
repeatedly, read it outdoors, hid it at home. (To
be seen with such a thing! In our culture,
apparently, to say something, to read
something, is to BE it ... it was too frightening
to be caught with such implicating evidence...)
The book would have disappeared from the
library at the time of Clause 28. Yet I
remembered large chunks of it years later
When Strange Boy was published I kept saying

that the only book the least like it that I could
remember from my own growing up was
David Rees's In the Tent. After reading an
interview with me saying that in Gay Times,
one kindly soul actually sent me a copy of the
novel that he still had. (And if he's reading -
many thanks again! It isn't often we can be put
back in touch so easily, so clearly with who we
used to be!)

Reading the book again was a curious
experience. How much you remember Whole
sentences.They make us who we are, I'm so
glad I had that book then. Just that one. And I
hope mine is doing the same for others now.

I realised the extent of the impact David Rees
had made on me when I came to the passage
quoted above. I recalled it as an intense,
terrifying, liberating moment of drama. But its
impact went even deeper than that.The last
three words of that quoted section was the
title of the first real novel** I sat down and
wrote, at the age of twenty-one.

I was picking up precisely almost unwittingly, at
the very point that he left off. •

*Polymorphous perversity is the term used in classic
psychoanalytical theory to describe how, in the human
infant, sexual wishes are not canalized in any one direction.
(S Freud, Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905)
in Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works
of Sigmund Freud,Vol.7, London: Hogarth Press, 1978.)

**Does it Show (OP) published in I997 by Chatto and
Windus.

Paul Magrs i
writing at thi
Norwich.

novelist and Senior Lecturer
University of East Anglia,

Books discussed:
Strange Boy, Paul Magrs, Simon & Schuster
0 689 83657 0, £7.99 pbk

Brothers,Ted van Lieshout, trans. Lance Salway,
Collins Flamingo, 0 00 71 1231 9, £4.99 pbk

Weetzie Bat, Francesca Lia Block, Atom Books,
1 904233 03 !, £5.00 pbk

True Believer,Virginia Euwer Wolff, Faber;
0 571 20742 I, £9.99,0 571 20702 2, £4,99 pbk

In the Tent, David Rees (OP) was published by
Dobson in 1979.
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Authorgmph No.138
Alan Gibbons
interviewed by
George Hunt

A lan Gibbons, as well as being a prolific and
controversial author, is a primary schoolteacher. In
preparing for this authorgraph I visited him at Prescot

County Primary School in the Borough of Knowsley on
Merseyside. Perusers of educational statistics will know that
this is one of the toughest areas of the country in which to
teach, but the two story writing lessons I observed went
superbly. Gibbons is a confident and a confidence-building
teacher. During the lessons he authoritatively demonstrated
the choices the writer makes in the creative process, while
inspiring the upper junior classes with references to film,
song, myth, details of the local urban environment and the
narratives of popular culture. The mood of creative enjoyment
in the classroom was impressive. 'Teaching has taught me all I
know about writing,' he said afterwards. 'I couldn't do it unless
I'd been a teacher. It'll always be a part of my life.'
Gibbons was born in Warrington and spent his early
childhood in the Cheshire countryside, where his father was a
labourer. When he was eight a traumatic event occurred
which brought him into sudden contact with the harshness of
urban life. 'My father had a terrible industrial injury which
took him out of our lives for months. It meant he couldn't
work outside again, so we had to move to Crewe where he
could get a factory job. I went from a school where there were
20-odd kids on the whole role to one where there were twice
that many in a single class. I was a shy outsider, and I was
bullied. The physical stuff was bad enough, but the teasing I
really couldn't stand.'
During these years he read adventure stories voraciously,
usually under the bedclothes while listening to Radio
Caroline. 'Dad was macho, so I was breaking two taboos at
once, against reading and against rock and roll. Being
subversive at that age welds you to the activity for life.'
After taking a degree, Gibbons did the traditional pre-
authorial round of jobs, including working in factories making
tea, furniture and toilets. In his mid-thirties, seeing his first
child growing up, he decided to become a teacher. It was the
mid 80s, the golden age of the picture book and the influx of
authentic children's literature into classrooms. Gibbons was
inspired by this to start telling his own stories to the class and
submitting them to publishers, encouraged by a tutor who
saw in him the beginnings of a significant writer. After his 23rd
rejection slip he began to get acceptances for short picture
book texts, but it was revisiting the trauma of bullying through
the suffering of some of the children he taught that led to his
first novel. 'I'd been working at a school in Liverpool 8, and
generally you don't see racism in multicultural primary
schools like that when the kids are playing together. But then I
moved to a school in St Helens where it was almost 100%
white. You do get a lot of racist remarks in those
circumstances, and in this school the handful of black and
Asian kids were getting some real stick. You need anti-racist
literature more than ever in those environments. So I wanted

to write a novel that would give the kids a gripping story with
a dead straight anti-racist message.'
The result was Whose Side Are You On?, a time slip novel in
which a boy running away from a confrontation with the
racist bullies who have been persecuting his Asian friend is
transported to an 18th-century Caribbean plantation on the
brink of a slave revolt. The title broaches the theme of social
conflict and the moral choices it demands which has been a
feature of all of Gibbons' work since.
Subsequent novels (Chicken, Ganging Up, Dagger in the Sky,
Street of Tall People) continued in this high-impact style,
combining themes of danger, loyalty, conflict and conscience.
His daily contact with young readers enabled him to test
ideas for relevance and appeal and he found an exhausting
but synergistic way of combining both of his vocations. 'It
wasn't just teaching I had to do. I've got four kids of my own
and I was active in the NUT as well. So I developed this
routine where I'd get to school by seven, do all my
preparations by half-eight so I could have half an hour to chill
out with the Guardian before the kids arrived, then straight
into teaching, home to read and so on with my own kids, then
from seven till nine it was strictly writing, with a rigid target of
2000 words in those two hours. It was tiring, but I found when
I sat down and started typing, the weariness just fell away.'
His novels carry a strong sense of place: the post-industrial
north west where strife and deprivation coexist with a zestful
sense of community and comradeship. They frequently
centre on a youth struggling to cope with aggression and
desire from within and without. Football, fighting, popular
culture and the agonies of adolescent romance are constant
themes.

'I write fluently, but that can make it too easy to be
complacent, to produce a story and to say it's finished when
you've not really explored the depths of it. I got into the habit
of thinking that I'd never be an award winner with my fiction.
Then, very surprisingly, I started ending up on short lists, and
even more surprisingly, I won one.' This was the 'Book I
Couldn't Put Down' category of the 2000 Blue Peter Award,
won by Shadow of the Minotaur. Gibbons is particularly
proud that it was child judges who chose the winner, and his
account of how the news was received by his own pupils
indicates the warm relationship between his writing and
teaching. 'I went onto the playground the morning the
winner was announced and all the year four and five kids
gave me a standing ovation. It was a fantastic atmosphere.
The kids have lived my writing career with me.'
Shadow of the Minotaur is a headlong adventure tale about a
boy called Phoenix who gets dragged into a virtual reality
game, designed by his geek of a father for a mysterious cyber-
entrepreneur. In spite of the paraphernalia of monsters and
labyrinths, Gibbons insists that it is not a fantasy. 'I wasn't
trying to invent some new self-consistent universe, but to get
back to the raw, primal, visceral reality of myth, the stuff that
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all of our stories are made of, and to forge links between that
and how we live now.' Shadow of the Minotaur is a denser
and more ambitious book than Gibbons' earlier titles, and its
success has given him the confidence to experiment with
style and to take on even more challenging subject-matter.

In The Edge, a story told largely through stream-of-
consciousness monologues from its cast list, Danny, a mixed
race boy, flees with his single mother from her psychopathic
lover who has been beating them up regularly. They exchange
the multicultural metropolis of London for the eponymous,
monochrome housing development where the mother was
brought up. Here, the bleak insularity of the older residents
has hardened into fascism amongst its youth, and Danny has
to resist violence from both the pursuing domestic abuser
and the racists next door.

Caught in the Crossfire, Gibbons' latest novel, returns to the
themes of racism and loyalty. In the wake of the September 11
atrocities, a charismatic fascist leader travels to a Lancashire
town to exploit the resentments between its Moslem and
white working-class communities. The effects of his
machinations, which eventually lead to the type of street
violence which racked many northern towns last year, are
explored through the eyes of youths from both communities,
including an idealistic white boy and a Moslem girl who
initiate a perilous romance. Gibbons complicates what might

have been a simplistic good versus evil story by
exposing tensions in the motives of actors from
both sides of the conflict. There is tragedy at the
climax of the story, but also a message that people
can change, that ignorance and hatred can be
defeated. The avoidance of a glib happy ending is
typical. 'I try to depict the forest as it is, but I also
try to represent the seeds of a better future that are
lying on the ground, and hope that other people
will notice and appreciate them.'

But he is convinced that a better future will only
arrive after the fascists and oppressors have been
quashed by whatever means are necessary. In
many of his books, victims retaliate brutally
against brutality. Sometimes this has the futile
outcome typical of traditional children's literature,
where the implication is that violence cannot be
justified. But the message of the showdowns that
climax many of Gibbons' books is that the hard-
line racists, the wife-beaters and determined
thugs eventually have to be confronted and
defeated. 'I wish I could live in a world where I
could be a pacifist, just as I'd love to teach in a
classroom where I'd never have to raise my voice,
but that kind of world is not going to come easily.'

Gibbons plans to stick with the tough issues in his
future writing, perhaps exploring next what he
sees as an increasingly aggressive macho sub-
culture amongst girls. Negotiations with the
exceptionally creative management at Prescot
Primary have enabled him to devote three days to
teaching, one of them spent on a programme of
visits to every primary and secondary school in
Knowsley, and two to the creation and promotion
of fiction.
'This last year has been the best of my life. I'm in
touch with kids in an enormous variety of schools,
and I've been able to fold the techniques and
themes I'm teaching into my own fiction. I'm
determined not to waste time on anything that

doesn't break new ground. I'm enjoying my writing more than
ever, and I feel liberated.' •

The Books
(published in paperback by Orion Children's Books)
Caught in the Crossfire, 1 84255 096 9, £4.99
Chicken, 1 85881 051 5, £4.99
Dagger in the Sky, 1 85881 052 3, £4.50
The Edge, 1 84255 094 2, £4.99
Ganging Up, 1 85881 194 5, £4.99
Julie and Me... and Michael Owen Makes Three, 1 84255 048
9, £4.99
Julie and Me: Treble Trouble, 1 84255 077 2, £4.99
NotYeti, 1 85881 068 X, £3.99
Playing With Fire, 1 85881 385 9, £4.99 (reissue May '03)
Shadow of the Minotaur, 1 85881 721 8, £4.99
Street of Tall People, 1 85881 193 7, £3.99
Vampyr Legion, 1 85881 835 4, £4.99
Warriors of the Raven, 1 84255 001 2, £4.99
Whose Side Are You On? 1 85881 053 1, £4.99

Photograph courtesy of Orion Children's Books.
George Hunt is lecturer in Education at the University of
Edinburgh.



14 B/K No. 138 January 2003

PR®FILE

Redemption
through Endurance

W inning the Guardian
Children's Fiction prize
at the age of 34 is fairly
unusual, especially

when this involves a first
publication in the UK. But nothing
else is usual about Sonya Hartnett
either. Small, dark, plainly dressed
and a little spiky, she looks about as
at home in the posh hotel where I
interviewed her as would a wombat
in a Surrey garden. Talking to her is
a concentrated experience; this is
an author with an utterly individual
voice following her own rules.

Thursday's Child, the Guardian
winner, is a half-realistic, half-
allegorical story, written in prose
that maintains a consistent
rhythmic pattern throughout. All
redundant adjectives and adverbs -
those invariable signs of a children's
writer trying too hard - are absent.
Some have described this
distinctive, mesmerising style as
poetic, but for Hartnett - whose
first novel was published in
Australia when she was only fifteen
- it is more a matter of following
the flow. First she has to create the
characters who are going to
populate her story and then
discover their particular voice. After
that she tries to produce a book
that reads perfectly to her own ear.
At one stage, for example, Tin - a
four-year-old boy who eventually
takes to living underground - looks
up at his seven-year-old sister
Harper Flute 'quizzically through

tangles of dandle hair'. Hartnett's
American editor objected that since
'dandle' means to swing a child up
and down it can't possibly refer to
hair as well. But for Hartnett
because the word still sounded
right, it stayed - at least in the
current British edition.

Like Harper in the stoiy, Hartnett
had a tough upbringing. One small
house with two bedrooms had to
accommodate five children plus
parents never successful in earning
a living. While her other brothers
and sisters were boisterous and
sociable, Harnett was the opposite,
given to disappearing - like Tin - for
hours on end. When she returned, it
was often to find that no-one had
noticed she had even gone. Now
Hartnett herself lives in a rural area
of Australia. It was when she was
watching some ants burrowing
under her garage that she got the
idea of a child doing the same thing.
After all, humans are animals too,
with the same need to survive often
against the odds. During the inter-
war depression in Australia - the
time when this story is set - poor
people living in the outback were
also sorely up against it. Harper
herself sees clearly enough what is
going on when her generally inept
father also starts drinking, but is
powerless to intervene. Fortunately
kindly neighbours are at hand to
help, otherwise this disturbing stoiy
might have turned unbearably
depressing as well.

Nicholas Tucker on
Guardian Children's Fiction

prizewinner,
SONYA HARTNETT

So what about Tin, the silent, child
mole whose tunnelling eventually
leads to the destruction of the
family house? Half-human, half-
goblin he is also a plot device
whose undermining activities
reflect the way that society too at
that difficult time was facing
collapse from inside. But in his
chosen darkness, Tin finds a sense
of safety absent from life above
ground. He also provides moments
of wild humour, which means that
while Thursday's Child is a serious,
intensely felt novel, it is never a
depressing one. Written in the
tradition of the American Southern
Gothic novel made famous by
writers like Flannery O'Connor and
Carson McCullers, Hartnett
reproduces in her own fiction the
way that, as she puts it, 'the
melodrama which infuses such
literature often transforms into a
black and outrageous sense of
humour.' There are further
resemblances in her chosen cast of
characters, who are also often
'individuals alienated from a
modern world, each of them
seeking redemption through the
only defence they have, a desperate
ability to endure.'

To anyone suggesting that this
recipe might be somewhat heavy
for young readers, Hartnett gives no
quarter. 'I have spent a great deal of
my time defending my work against
those who see it as too
complicated, too old in approach,
too bleak to qualify as children's
literature. This has been the bane of
my life.' This is because she does
not set out to be a moralist or even
specifically a children's novelist. She
writes the books she has to. Her
next title, What the Birds See,
published in Britain this month, is a
case in point. It is a powerful
description of a nine-year-old boy
battling for his emotional survival
against the backdrop of a recent
child abduction. Hartnett says that
she did not always welcome what
was going to happen in this book,
yet the story itself insisted. But
although it will be aimed at an
adult market, many older children
could well read it too. For Hartnett
has the sort of power and talent
that will eventually find readers of
all ages once they have discovered
this sensationally good storyteller
writing so tellingly and
enigmatically within their own
midst. •

Thursday's Child (0 7445 5996 0, £4.99 pbk) and What the Birds See
(0 7445 9093 0, £7.99 hbk) are published by Walker Books.

Nicholas Tucker is a children's book critic.
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Reading

Now 22 months, Hal enjoys pictures of animals but
can he identify with the drama of a story? His
father, Roger Mills, explores.

G iraffes Can't Dance by Giles Andreae has become a
popular bedtime book with my son Hal recently. It is a
touching stoiy. There is a jungle ball. All the other
animals are good dancers but Gerald the giraffe is

hopeless, his four left feet tripping him up whenever he tries. At the
ball the animals take turns to strut their stuff before the assembled
gathering. But when it comes to Gerald, with all eyes on him as he
steps out onto the dance floor, he freezes. Humiliated and
miserable he leaves the dance. In a moonlit clearing he strikes up
a conversation with a friendly cricket who suggests to Gerald that
perhaps the problem is not his dancing, but that he has been trying
to dance to the wrong music. 'Listen to the swaying grass and listen
to the trees, to me the sweetest music is those branches in the
breeze,' says the cricket. Gerald tries and finds that, to this music,
he dances superbly. Not the foxtrots and tangos the other animals
do to be sure, but a unique, swooping dance that is all Gerald's
own. Little by little the other animals come to the clearing and the
tale ends with eveiyone lost in admiration for Gerald and his new
strange dance.
Reading the story with Hal I was struck by what he made of it. He
liked identifying the animals, calling Gerald an 'arf and pointing
out the monkeys and lions. And I think he enjoyed the images,
though I'm basing this on the way that he looks at and seems to
take pleasure in the pictures. But what I got no sense of was Hal
engaging in any way with the drama of the story. The fact that he
is as happy going backwards through the book as going forwards
would seem to suggest that, for the time being at least, the
emotional content of the narrative is not one of Hal's reading
pleasures. It made me wonder what has to be happening for a child
to get interested in the drama of a stoiy. What capacities does Hal
need to have to be affected by Gerald's humiliation and later
triumph?
Stories work, for the most part, because we can identify in some
way with what the characters go through. Most people probably
have had some experience of the paralysing self-consciousness
poor Gerald has to endure. Most of us probably have an inkling of
what his humiliation feels like. But Hal doesn't seem to connect
with them. Why not? One answer would be that he hasn't yet had
these experiences. But there is another, more fundamental reason,
I think, why Hal doesn't really connect with Gerald's stoiy. Children
not yet turned two like Hal don't really know what it is to be
conscious of themselves. They have passionate feelings to be sure.
But they don't think about having them. It is the subtle difference
between feeling, say, angry, and feeling angiy and knowing that
you are a person experiencing anger.
I would argue that it is only when we have a sense of ourself as a
self-feeling thing that we can start to see others as selves who feel.
And without that sense, the emotional drama of stories can't really
work. As I suggested in the last issue I do think some identifications
are possible at this stage. Hal gets excited by tractors and cars and
sees in them, I think, embodiments of his own energy. But this is a
kind of connection that is available to him without him having to
have a consciousness of himself as a self. To connect with Gerald's
poignant tale he needs to have a much richer sense of what it is to
feel like a self than he has now. Self-consciousness is easily seen as
a curse, opening the way to a great deal of pain. But it is also a
doorway through to the boundless pleasures of stories. •
Giraffes Can't Dance by Giles Andreae, illustrated by Guy Parker-Rees
(1 84121 565 1), is published by Orchard at £4.99.

Roger Mills is « Psychodynamic Counsellor.
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NEWS
World Book Day: Thursday 6 March
Now in its sixth year, World Book Day is an annual celebration of
books and reading with activities taking place all round the country.
Once again, every child in full-time education will receive a £1
World Book Day Token which they can redeem for the following
specially produced titles:
Duck's Day Out by Jez Alborough (for under fives); Tough it out,
Tom! by Jenny Oldfield (for 5-7 year olds); The Last Polar Bears by
Harry Horse (for 7-9 year olds); The Secret Princess Diaries by Meg
Cabot (for 10+) and An Eye for an Eye by Malorie Blackman (12+).
Further information from www.worldbookday.com

PRIZES
Nasen Children's Book Award
The Nasen Children's Book Award, awarded to the book that most
successfully provides a positive image to children with special
needs, has been won by Anna Paterson's Running on Empty (Lucky
Duck) which charts the decline and recovery of three teenagers with
eating disorders. The author was herself anorexic in her teens and
twenties. Two books were highly commended - Susan Gates' Return
of the Mad Mangier (Puffin) about a boy with dyspraxia and Julia
Jarman's Ghost Writer (Andersen Press) about a boy with dyslexia.
The runners-up were Kathy Hoopman's Lisa and the Lacemaker: An
Asperger Adventure (Jessica Kingsley) and Brian Keaney's Falling
for Joshua (Orchard Books) about a girl with epilepsy.

The Smarties Award
The gold medal winner of the Five Years Old and Under category is
Lucy Cousins' Jazzy in the Jungle (Walker). The silver medal winner
is Charlotte Voake's Pizza Kittens (Walker) and the bronze medal
winner is Neal Layton's Oscar and Arabella (Hodder). The gold
medal winner in the 6-8 age group is Lauren Child's That Pesky Rat
(Orchard). The silver medal winner is Richard Platt and Chris
Riddell's Pirate Diary (Walker) and the bronze medal winner is
Michael Morpurgo's The Last Wolf (Doubleday). The gold medal
winner in the 9-11 age group is Philip Reeve's Mortal Engines
(Scholastic). The silver medal winner is Sally Prue's Cold Tom
(Oxford) and the bronze medal winner is Geraldine McCaughrean's
Stop the Train (Oxford). The prize was judged by 25,000 school
children.
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9, uu&A 9fd written.,.
Celia Rees on a great
fantasy that makes sudden
and exact sense...
It's impossible to wish to have written a
particular book, because they are as
individual as fingerprints, but
occasionally I encounter an idea that
fills me with admiration. When I heard
Susan Price talking about The
Sterkarm Handshake, I thought,
'What a brilliant idea!', closely
followed by, 'I wish I'd thought of it!'

Like all great fantasies it is simple,
every part clicking into place, making
sudden and exact sense. A
multinational corporation develops
the technology to travel into the past
to exploit untapped resources, but

fails to take into account the people whom they will
encounter. The time tunnel is situated in the Borders. 21st-

century scientists meet 16th-
century Sterkarms: a fierce, amoral
clan of reivers who live by stealing
and fighting. The Sterkarms think
the scientists are elves, so that's all
right then...

The Sterkarm Handshake is
realised through history, language
and myth. Susan Price sets past and
present at angles to act as mirrors,
each illuminating the other world.
The cultural differences can be very
funny: the Geological Survey Team
sent back stripped to their
underpants made me laugh out
loud. But the implications are
ominous, the consequences
potentially tragic, and beneath it all
is the cynical and exploitative multinational corporation.

When I read The Sterkarm Handshake, I was awed by its wit and
cleverness. I can't wait to find out what happens next.
The Sterkarm Handshake by Susan Price is published by Scholastic
(0439014085, £5.99 pbk).
Celia Rees's latest book is Sorceress, published by Bloomsbury (0 7475 5036 0,
£10.99 hbk and 0 7475 5568 0, £5.99 pbk).

Chosen by 10- and 11-year-old pupils from
Milford-on-Sea Primary School, Hampshire. GOOD READS Thanks to Maria McCusker,

Deputy Head.

Truth or Dare
Celia Rees, Macmillan,
0 330 36875 3, £4.99
Genre: Mystery Diary
Setting: The story is set in losh's
grandma's big, old, Edwardian
villa.
Storyline: Josh's grandma becomes
very ill and losh and his mum have
to go and visit her. When Josh is
alone with his grandma she starts
to tell him some very strange
things. Josh had an uncle who died
mysteriously at the age of 13. No
one ever talks about him, or even
mentions his name. Josh's mum
starts to write a diary of when she
was younger, Josh finds it, and that
is how the secrets unfold.
The main characters: Josh, Kathy
(his next door neighbour) and
Joanna (his mum). Favourite
character: My favourite character
is Josh because he is a really strong
character and he can handle the
truth about his family.
Personal response: This is a
powerful and moving story and I
really enjoyed it. The twist at the
end really gets you. It is easy to
understand even though it is still
quite confusing. The best part for
me was reading the diary, finding
out about all of the secrets. This
book has a touch of genius, it is
brilliant. I enjoyed this book
because it was so mysterious. This
book always has your attention
and I strongly recommend it to
everyone who likes a good book!!

Rachael Conacher
Stormbreaker
Anthony Horowitz, Walker,
0 7445 5943 X, £4.99
Genre: Action/Adventure

Setting: At the Riders' residence.
Storyline: This book is about 14-
year-old Alex Rider and how he
joins MI6 when his Uncle is killed
in an 'accident'. Alex has now
joined the secret agency in
disguise. The book is full of
suspense as Alex nearly drowns,
gets squashed and shot. Alex's
mission is to find out about a
computer thought to have a
plague. The computers are sent to
every school and time is running
out. The Minister is about to press
the button that logs on the
computers. Little did the Prime
Minister know that the computers
are carrying a virus ... a deadly
one! Only one person knows that
the computers are armed ... Alex,
but will he make it or fail?
Main Characters: Alex, Sayle,
Yassen, and MI6 agents. My
favourite character has to be Alex
because he never gives up and he
takes risks.
The best part of the book is when
Alex is parachuting down and he
detonates a bomb inside the
plane. I enjoyed this book because
of its suspense and brilliant
conclusion. A must for over-8
lames Bond fans. Lloyd Woodford

The Princess Diaries
Meg Cabot, Macmillan,
0 330 48205 X, £4.99
Genre: Diary
Setting: America
Storyline: This book is about a girl
called Mia who finds out that she
is a princess and she's the last
person you would think to be one.
Her dad sends her to princess
lessons with her Grandma and
then she finds herself with a

Left to right: Rachaei Conacher, Lloyd Woodford, Millie Smith and Patrick Bettle.

boyfriend, who embarrasses her in
front of the whole school and the
press. And finds out she's in a bad
situation.
Main Characters: Mia, Lilly, Mum,
Dad and Grandma. Favourite
Character: Mia.
Personal Response: A highly
entertaining story for the ages of
10 plus. 1 found this story really
funny and different from usual
books. I haven't seen the film yet
but I think the book has beaten the
film. Strongly recommended to
people who laugh easily. Other
books are Princess Diaries - Take
Two, Princess Diaries Third Time
Lucky. Millie Smith

Beyond the Deepwoods
(The Edge Chronicles)
Paul Stewart, ill. Chris Riddell,
Corgi, 0 552 54592 9, £4.99
Genre: Fantasy Adventure
Setting: The story takes place on
the Edge, but more specifically the
Deepwoods.
Storyline: The book is about a boy
named Twig who was given to a
clan of Woodtrolls at birth. Twig
doesn't fit in, so he asks his fake
mother why. He finds out the truth
and sets off to find his destiny and
true identity. He strays from the

path and is led into a dangerous,
mystical world of terrifying Trogs
and man-eating trees! Will Twig
survive? And what of the infamous
sky pirates and the beast every
creature fears, the Gloamglozer?

The main characters: Twig, the
Banderbear, the Gloamglozer, the
Caterbird, Cloudwolf, Ma Spelda
and Tun-tum. My favourite
character: Twig is my favourite
character because he is very brave
and has a thirst for knowledge and
he has an original personality.

Personal response: The best part of
this first rate novel is (for me)
when Twig finds his father then
loses him again and accidentally
stumbles into the Mire only for the
Gloamglozer to lure him to his
death. Everything seems grim
until the fearless Caterbird saves
him from his doom! I enjoyed this
brilliant book because it was
gripping, full of suspense, action
packed and jammed full of
imagination.

Other books in the Edge
Chronicles: Stormchaser, Mid-
night over Sanctaphrax, The
Curse of the Gloamglozer, Cloud
Wolf. Other books by Paul Stewart:
The Midnight Hand, The
Wakening. Patrick Bettle



B/K No. 138 January 2003 17

_ BfKREVIEWS
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.

RATING
Audio books are rated for the quality
of the reading, not the book.
Unmissable *****
Very Good ****
Good ***
Fair **
Poor *
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REVIEWS Books About Children's Books
Eve Garnett: Artist,
illustrator, Author.
A Memoir

***Terence Molloy, The Book
Guild, 128pp, 1 85776 611 3,
£14.95 hbk
Eve Garnett's The Family from One
End Street still continues to generate
controversy 65 years after its
publication. Chosen by Goebbels as
a reading book for schools because
of what he saw as its damning
portrait of British working-class
poverty, it was also selected by the
Allied Commission at the end of the
war as a story suitable for rebuilding
young German minds after years of
fascism. Garnett herself flits between
a different set of extremes,
celebrating the toughness and
warmth of her characters in her still
excellent line illustrations while
sometimes selling them short by
choosing lazy stereotypes over first-
hand observation in her texts.
Her nephew Terence Molloy has now
written the first biography of a
somewhat prickly aunt who became
increasingly reclusive as she grew

older. Since all her literary papers
were destroyed in a fire in 1941, he
has little to draw on dating from her
most creative years. The picture that
emerges is therefore only inter-
mittently diverting, padded out with
domestic details such as Garnett's
favourite snack of Bengers and corn

flakes and a description of her
chosen attire for exploring the
Norwegian arctic, including a
goatskin coat and a pair of her
father's golf stockings worn under a
tweed skirt. Extracts from the
original reviews of her most
successful story are of more interest,
along with other snap-shots of a life
that ended in 1991 but which already
seems much further away in time.

NT

Exploring Children's
Literature: Teaching
the Language and
Reading of Fiction

***Nikki Gamble and Sally Yates,
Paul Chapman, 200pp,
0 7619 4046 4, £15.99 pbk
A manual which sets out to answer
the question - what do teachers
need to know about children's
literature? - through a mix of well-
informed and wide-ranging material
supported by tasks which attempt to
create active involvement: 'read this
and comment', 'build up a collection
of picture books', 'read the The Dark

is Rising'. It is up-to-date in the
books referred to and in the range of
issues covered - 'fairly compre-
hensive' as the writers themselves
put it. The liveliest sections tend to
be the earlier ones with lots of useful
examples and comment on extracts
- talking and thinking about books
led by knowledgeable enthusiasts. It
must be great to work with these
authors directly, but indirectly and
trying to pack everything in has a
cost. As with the teaching of the NLS
Framework (for which this book
seems designed) there is a
temptation to provide coverage
conscientiously hoping for a greater
sum than the parts. It is hard to
believe that the couple of pages per
item of language feature, such as
'lexical ties' for instance, will do very
much for the understanding of
language at work. That method,
repeated in the classroom, leaves
children Naming Parts but not
hearing and seeing the 'eloquent
gestures'. Certainly not what these
experienced pract-itioners would
want from their own efforts in
creating this book. There may be
different answers to the initial
question. AJ

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

Dinomania: Things to
do with Dinosaurs
NON-FICTION ****
Mick Manning and Brita
Granstrom, Franklin Watts,
48pp, 0 7496 4704 3, £5.99
Reviewed BfK 130, September 2001:
This lively, activity based book will
appeal to young dinosaur
enthusiasts of up to about eight
years. Manning and Granstrom
know exactly how to present
information through written text
and illustration in a way that will

interest and inspire young readers.
Teachers would find the book a good
starting point for work on dinosaurs
spanning the curriculum and linking
writing, science, technology and
drama.'

A Tudor Warship
NON-FICTION

****Brian Moses, Hodder Wayland
'Look Inside', 32pp,
0 7502 4348 1, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 111, July 1998:
'The idea of the "Look Inside" series

is elegant. Each book begins with an
historical tableau, here the deck of a
warship. The format is generous with
contemporary prints and photo-
graphs, and eyewitness quotations
(many of them footnoted, something
unique in a book for this age group).
And where there is rich evidence, like
the treasure trove from the Mary
Rose, the past emerges in all its
complexity.'

A Victorian House
NON-FICTION

****Richard Wood, Hodder
Wayland 'Look Inside', 32pp,
0 7502 4347 3, £4.99

Reviewed BfK 114, Jan uary 1999:
'Upstairs Downstairs life is captured
well in this interesting book. The
contents page is a labelled picture of
the Servants' Hall with Gong, Sewing
Machine, Mangle, Piano Music etc.
directing us to pages beginning with
the item and broadening to develop
a theme. Thus "Potty" (and what kid
is not fascinated by bodily functions)
starts with the potty and goes on to
look at deaths from typhoid, the
introduction of piped water and
sewers, the flushing toilet and the
introduction of factory products for
cleaning and personal hygiene.'

REVIEWS Under 5s Pre-School/Nursery/lnfant
One Counting Birthday
Bear
1 89795159 0

First Words
1 897951 55 8

****
Prue Theobalds, Uplands
Books, 12pp, £3.99 each board
'Babies need books!' These two
teddy books, of simple charm and
enduring quality, are just right for
the youngest babe, and will last
through toddlerhood. Every page
has carefully chosen words, with the
story told very clearly through the
appealing graphics. In One Counting
Birthday Bear (counting one to ten),
it is the teddy's birthday, so it would
make an ideal gift. Events compare
happily with those of any small
birthday child, and the numerals

and number words, with carefully
matched objects, are clear upon
each page.
First Words is an interactive book full
of endearing moments in the teddy
family life, comparable to that of a
toddler. Each page has a delightful
centre picture following events in the
teddy family's day, with six items
from this picture bordering the page,
each clearly named. Can you find the
umbrella? The butterfly? The basket?

GB

Snuggle Nuzzles

***Jan Barger, Hodder Toddler,
32pp, 0 340 85549 5, £3.99 pbk
'"Got to go," said Mummy, giving
Little Sheep a snuggle nuzzle' -
various other farmyard mothers give
their versions of comfort while she's

away, but somehow sniffy doggy
snuffles, beaky goosey pecks, and so
on, are not quite adequate. A
repetitive cumulative text helps
Little Sheep fill the time till his mum
returns.
Cheerfully illustrated and gently
reassuring, this is a pleasant, if
unexceptional, addition to the
Hodder Toddler series, dealing with
a circumstance common to young
children's experience. AG

Hushabye Lily
**•*•*

Claire Freedman, ill. John
Bendall-Brunello, Little Tiger
Press, 32pp, 1 85430 810 6,
£9.99 hbk
Small children who just love animals
will make this picture book a
favourite bedtime story. Mother

. . - . .

Rabbit wants Lily to go to sleep, for
night-time is creeping over the
farmyard. But Lily says she can't
sleep, the farm's too noisy. Together
they visit all the creatures creating
such disturbance. But it is only the
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ducks quacking sleepy bedtime
songs, cows gently lowing in their
cow shed, an owl flying away,
hooting, and a donkey hee-hawing
in his dreams. The language is full of
quiet whispers, the pictures are
gentle, colours softly muted... how
could one stay awake till the end?
Perfect for bedtimes, up to school
age and beyond. GB

Hold Tight!

****John Prater, Bodley Head,
32pp, 0 370 32566 4, £10.99 hbk
Another in Prater's long series of
'Baby Bear' books, exhibiting once
again his skill in drawing
comfortable, expressive bears with
the minimum of cuteness, and with
a great sense of movement.
Here, Grandbear tries to organise the
washing while Baby Bear plays with
a box, pretending it's a plane, a train,
a boat. Grandbear tolerantly joins in,
cleverly getting the job done at the
same time. Baby Bear's imaginary
adventures are shown in parallel
illustrations, supported by a change
to rhyme, repeated with slight
variations each time. Affectionate
and giggle-provoking - the job gets
done while everyone has fun,
providing a gentle message for
today's busy parents and their ever-
demanding youngsters alike! AG

Giddy-up! Let's Ride!

***Flora McDonnell, Walker, 32pp,
0744581370, £10.99 hbk
Inspired by the nursery rhyme, 'This
is the way the lady rides', McDonnell
has painted eleven flights - or rather
rides - of fancy featuring appro-
priately attired small children
mounted on a variety of horses and
other animals. There is a princess, a
knight, a drummer, a clown, a raja,
even a fairy, each riding their steed
against a bold background wash and
captioned in large print by 'This is
the way the ... rides' and noisy
accompaniments. In the final spread
all the riders are shown at play
together. JB

Jethro Byrde, Fairy
Child

*****Bob Graham, Walker, 32pp,
0 7445 8863 4, £10.99 hbk

At first glance the opening pages of
Jethro Byrde... show what seems to
be a pretty normal cityscape. But
closer observation shows some
anomalous things going on; these
disruptions in normality alert the

reader to what is to come in this
wise, funny story where close
reading and looking reveal literally
home truths about urban living and
human nature.
On turning the pages, the panoramic
city view focuses close in on the
backyard of an apartment block
where Annabelle, her mum and dad
and baby brother live. Every day
Annabelle looks for fairies among
the cement and weeds, and one day
her faith is rewarded with the arrival
of Jethro Byrde, a fairy 'as big as her
finger', and his family.
The fairy group inhabits a parallel
world, visible to Annabelle but not to
her parents, who nevertheless are
hospitable, proffering fairy cakes
and camomile tea in fairy cups. The
body language of Graham's cartoon
figures captures brilliantly
Annabelle's 'ordinary' family life and
the possibility of something less
ordinary. The fairy family Byrde is
cast in the mould of 1970s
bohemians ('Jethro Byrde' will
resonate with those of a certain
vintage). They are anxious to get to
the Fairy Travellers' Picnic with their
rickety ice cream van, which
Annabelle helps to repair.
The fairies' flight to the Picnic over
the city and across the night sky is
shown in the closing pages,
contrasting with Annabelle's urban
box home. Fairies represent
freedom, but Jethro too has
constrictions on his life: at the Picnic
he will be hugged by aunts with
damp handkerchiefs and made to
run in races where he invariably
comes last. In return for help and
hospitality the fairies give a fairy
watch to Annabelle, and the
knowledge that fairies may indeed
be found at the bottom of the
garden, even amid the cement and
weeds. A wonderful book. VC

Pirate Boy

***John Wallace, Collins, 32pp,
0 00 198421 7, £9.99 hbk
There's a fair amount of WHHH-
HOOOOSSSHH!, POW!, WOOA-
AHHH!!, CLANG and BOINK, to say
nothing of a parrot called Shutup in
this picturebook adventure, in which
a captive young pirate boy tries to
evade his masters, Boss and
Sidekick. There's also energy, wit and
inventive skill in the illustrations,
which come in double page spreads,
cartoon boxes, circles and starbursts.
The first endpaper offers a cut-away
model of The Barbary Buccaneer
with its Music Room, Captain's
Luxury Quarters and a chained
skeleton in the hold. The final
endpaper provides a world map
which children will enjoy exploring
since it seems to promise all kinds of
exciting stories. But in the end that's
what's missing - the endpapers do
not bear much relation to what
happens within the book, and for all
its noisy vigour the story itself is,
well, okay. Good for a couple of
visits, maybe, but not quite worthy of
the illustrations. GF

Loveykins

*****Quentin Blake, Jonathan
Cape, 32pp, 0 224 06471 1,
£10.99 hbk
Augustus, aka Loveykins, is found by
Angela Bowling on the floor of the
great woods, blown out of his nest.
Angela, a recognisably Blakean lady

Editor's
Choice
Goodbye Mog

*****Judith Kerr, Collins, 32pp,
0 00 714968 9, £9.99 hbk
Published in 1970, Mog the Forgetful
Cat was the first of the thirteen Mog
stories which now come to an end
with Goodbye Mog. Mog dies in her
basket but 'a little bit of her stayed
awake to see what would happen
next'. What happens next is the
Thomas family grieving for Mog and
eventually the introduction of a new
kitten to the household. How the
ghostly Mog helps the kitten to settle
in is delightfully told in Kerr's
relaxed, straightforward style and
unpretentious artwork. There is now
a delightfully period flavour to Mog's
family with homely Mrs Thomas in
her pink jersey and modest skirt and
Mr Thomas in his brown trousers.
Mrs Thomas has a continuity

Goodbye Mog

-

Judith Kerr

problem with her necklace in the
illustrations but nothing can detract
from the warm, straightforward way
that Kerr talks about Debbie and
Nicki's feelings of loss and the
generous and affectionate way that
one much loved pet helps another to
take her place. The Thomas family
are not the only ones who will miss
Mog. RS

d'un certain age and eccentricity,
tarings her find home, feeds him and
wraps him in many layers of
clothing. But baby birds turn into big
birds, and eventually Loveykins flees
the coop, or more literally the garden
shed which Angela has had built
especially for her charge.
Loveykins is a picture book story full
of warmth, and humour, and gentle
acceptance of difference. We can
only guess at the longing felt by
Angela as she walks round her village
with Loveykins in a smart new
pushchair. But she is also a
resourceful lady and with a
somewhat bizarre touch, comforts
herself with 'a wonderful collection
of cactuses of all shapes and sizes'
after the leaving of Loveykins.
Blake knows how to use white space
on his pages to the best advantage,
and he also knows how to move
characters across and around the
spaces to advance the story.
Seemingly artless twiddles of the pen
convey depths of meaning, and as
for Loveykins' eyes, well, they say it
all... VC

Animal Fair -
A Spectacular Pop-up

****Anthony Browne, paper
engineering by Martin Taylor,
Walker, 14pp, 0 7445 8829 4,
£12.99 hbk novelty
In the Age of Innocence, if you were
in the Scouts or Guides, or maybe a
Church Youth Club of a liberal
theological persuasion, you

probably sang Animal Fair' around
the campfire or on the back seat of
the bus on an outing. It could last
forever since it is a round. It might
even crop up in a music lesson at
school, when you had to sustain its
insistent rhythm against other
groups belting it out with equal
vigour. If you would rather sing this
book than read it with a child,
Browne provides you with words and
music on the first page.
Unfortunately, you will be hard
pressed to keep the beat, because
any child is going to want to stop to
work all the levers, lift the flaps, twirl
the volvelles or gasp at the huge
sneezing elephant's head which
erupts out of the pages with an
anxious monkey sliding down its
proboscis. As with a round, however,
you'll surely find yourself getting to
the end ('What became of the
monkey, monkey, monkey, monkey,
monkey...') and being required to
turn back to begin again, 'I went to
the Animal Fair...'

The form suits Browne very well.
Movables depend upon surprise, wit,
concealment and intrigue - and
these have been Browne's stock-in-
trade for many a picture book. He
has found a paper engineer in
Martin Taylor whose skills and
ingenuity chime sweetly with his
own. The distant fair, silhouetted on
the hilltop, springs magically into
colourful life at the pull of a lever. By
the same process, the humans
revolving on the roundabout are
transformed into steeds ridden by
bears, pigs and - inevitably - a
gorilla. A creepy mansion in which
'the big baboon by the light of the
moon was combing his auburn hair'
offers numerous windows which
need opening. And, of course, the
monkey really does fall out of his
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bunk onto the elephant's trunk. No
subtext for the psychoanalyst's
couch in this particular Browne (I
think), but certainly all the fun of the
fair. GF

Which Switch is
Which?: A first look at
electricity
Sam Godwin, 0 7502 3801 1

The Best Ears in the
World: A first look at
sound and hearing
Claire Llewellyn, 0 7502 3799 6

NON-FICTION
***Illustrated by Simone Abel,

Hodder Wayland 'Little Bees',
32pp, £4.99 each pbk
These two paperbacks tackle the
tricky area of introducing science at
Key Stage 1 and sensibly take a
picture book approach to the
subject, which is more suited to
emergent readers who are only just
discovering non-fiction. Oddly the
publisher fails to mention the
science aspect and recommends
them as a resource for literacy, which
is only part of the story. Which

Switch is Which? offers a very simple
introduction to electricity, how it is
delivered to your home and how it
makes things work. In soft colour-
wash illustrations, a family of mice
scurry about the kitchen worktop
(don't worry, no droppings!) asking
questions and providing an
explanatory commentary on the
running text. A summary page and
list of useful words round up what
we have learned with an important
note about safety. The Best Ears in
the World takes a similar approach
to sound and hearing, this time with
a family of rabbits, as little rabbit
learns how our ears help us to hear.

Other titles in the series look at force
and motion, light, the water cycle
and life cycles. Rival publications in
this area are the 'Wonderwise' titles
published by Watts, perhaps more
attractively quirky and engaging, but
Wayland's new series keeps it
absolutely simple for reception and
infant children. SU

REVIEWS 5-8 Infant/Junior
Scarface Claw

****Lynley Dodd, Puffin, 32pp,
0 670 91252 2, £9.99 hbk

Who can resist Scarface Claw, with
his torn ear, his mean expression and
his reputation as 'the toughest torn
in town'? Dodd's formula - strongly
alliterative verse with robust
language and a punchy rhythm,
combined with dramatic water-
colour illustrations of a familiar cast
of characters - has been a winner
since the late 1980s.
In this new title, Scarface Claw,
scared of nothing, gives himself a
fright at the sight of his own
reflection. Not strong on storyline,
then, but the characteristic turning of
the tables at the end keeps Scarface
Claw firmly in his place, which is just
where Dodd wants him. AG

Comic Adventures of
Boots

*****Satoshi Kitamura, Andersen,
32pp, 1 84270 033 2, £9.99 hbk

Kitamura may well produce the
worst work to share at bedtime
(room for a new award here?). A spell
with this picture book would leave
children hyped up to the ceiling,
desperately needing to count the
cats-to-the-page (and we're talking

dozens), working out why one is
called Leonardo and another
Botticelli (to say nothing of Pablo
and Hokusai). After that, they'd want
to go back to the beginning as soon
as you'd finished to check on
something else they thought they'd
noticed. One of the problems is that
these cats all have pretty much the
same shape yet all have different
markings, so you need to keep
checking out who's who. They insist
upon appearing in long lines along
the tops of walls or in zigzags across
the page and you have to keep your
eye on them because there are mini-
narratives in there. Kitamura's cats
are so alive, visually and verbally,
that readerly relaxation is out of the
question. Mostly, they appear in
comic book frames, with speech
bubbles bursting and bleeding
through the perimeters. It's
wonderful stuff with that edge of
Kitamura wit and language which
will keep the adult reader tied in to
the text as well as the child. Three
stories, loosely connected, in one
book. Like the cat said, 'What a
performance, Boots!' GF

Wonder Goal!

***Michael Foreman, Andersen,
32pp, 1 84270 085 5, £9.99 hbk
Foreman is a 'beautiful game' man.
There's no room in this picture book
for the sleaze, the professional foul,
the greed, the violence and lewdness
of the football terraces. This is the
pure romance of the young dreamer
who moves from being the new boy
on the team running out to play on
the vast acres of pitches on a Sunday
to scoring in the World Cup -
watched by another who dreamed
the same dream, his dad. His colours
work subtly and strongly for dreams;
from the muted tones of the boy's
bedroom, walls covered with
posters, to the brilliance of the
national flags streaming from the
terraces of a mighty stadium. These
are the flags of all nations and
Foreman's endpapers are 'pages
from my sketchbook' showing lads -
and the odd monk - kicking footballs
about from China to Yucatan by way
of Tibet and the Golan Heights (the
goal is chalked on the side of a dead
tank). This then is the beautiful, the
universal game. For dreaming boys
everywhere - including the one
playing on his own all day long who
used to shout YES! a thousand times
an hour as he thudded the ball
against the wall of the alley next to
our house. GF

Dirty Bertie

****David Roberts, Little Tiger
Press, 32pp, 1 85430 819 X,
£9.99 hbk

There is always room for another
picture book about filthy habits, and
children will surely delight in their
disgust at Bertie's particularly
unsavoury ones. Roberts' illust-
rations rise above the run-of-the-
mill panderings to children's
preoccupations with these matters
through their close attention to the
tactile details of dog-hairs on
lollypops and tongues, snail slime on
walls and cat food on toys. The
characterisation of both animals and
humans is strong; one can almost
smell the mangy old dog, and the
expression on the cat's face as it
performs its bodily functions is
priceless. Roberts' pictures achieve a
nice balance between flat stylisation
and naturalistic lighting. The design
and typography are well considered,
and the use of colour and all round
production of the book are excellent.
These aesthetic pleasures provide
some compensation for the
distressing discovery that Bertie eats
his own bogies. MS

Imran Visits his Auntie
0 9534036 7 X
Making a Book
0 9534036 9 6
At School
0 9534036 8 8
Hide and Seek
1 903588 05 7
Eid
1 903588 02 2
Imran and Alia at the
Wedding
1 903588 01 4

Wali Khan
0 9534036 5 3
Irene Fernandez
0 9534036 4 5
Alia Goes to Pakistan
1 903588 03 0
In the City
0 9534036 1 0
Idrees Visits his
Cousin AM
1 903588 00 6
Ramadan
1 903588 04 9
I Went to the Market
0 9534036 2 9
Weddings
0 9534036 61
On the Road
0 9534036 3 7

***
Angie Kotler, Christine Parker
and Stephen Parker, Education
Bradford, sold as a set inc.
Teachers' Guide, £50.00 pbk
(available from Maralyn Dewar,
Education Bradford, Future
House, Boiling Road, Bradford
BD4 7EB)
This series of 15 books provides a
reading scheme which offers the
opportunity for use in different ways
within multicultural classrooms. It
provides background knowledge and
insight into cultural diversity at a
very simple and basic level. These
books are also of particular interest
to children with a cultural
connection to Pakistan whether they
are new immigrants or first
generation children born in the UK.
This set of books can therefore be
used to motivate such children to
read something they can relate to.
This should help them contribute in
a meaningful way to classroom
discussions thereby helping to stress
the relevance of learning to home life
in general. They are suitable for early
readers from the foundation stage to
key stage 1 for guided reading.The
books are graded 1-6 in order of
difficulty based on the criteria in
'Bookbands for Guided Reading' as
recommended by the National
Literacy Strategy, which thereby
takes into consideration the overall
demands of the text. The books have
a 'controlled vocabulary' which
ranges from 31-158 words. Sufficient
repetition of these words is present
which is appropriately tailored to
each age group.
There is also a separate teachers'
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guide to the text which offers
additional background information,
suggestions and ideas for each of the
15 books including notes for
teachers who would want to use
them for foundation and key stage 1
reading. The key vocabulary section
is translated into several other
languages which help make children
aware of other languages and of
cultural diversity.
Three books are illustrated with
watercolour pictures and the
remaining ones have well researched
and relevant photographs. The text is
simple, clear and in a handwritten
font. These attributes help make the
books very appealing to children. KA

Who's Afraid of the Big
Bad Book?

*****Lauren Child, Hodder, 32pp,
0 340 80554 4, £10.99 hbk
We first met Herb in Beware of the
Storybook Wolves, and here he is,
back again, pencil and scissors to the
ready, altering the course of
traditional tales. He falls into a
dream in which Goldilocks is a
screaming horror, the three bears are
docile creatures and Hansel and
Gretel tell him to get lost when he
tries to warn them of the dangers of
eating a gingerbread house. But
most of his dream involves
complications with Cinderella, the
queen and king and a prince who is
missing because Herb has cut him
out of the pages of his book of fairy
tales.
Although Child's mixture of child-
like graphics, photos, textiles and
varied typefaces, all seemingly
artlessly scrambled together, is by
now familiar, each page is still a
surprise and a delight. She has the
gift of physically deconstructing the
familiar to make the observer look
and think about what is being shown
and said. This too is what she does
with these very well-known stories,
providing disjunctions in the
narratives and conveying a sense of
what if...
This is definitely a picture book for
older readers. Familiarity with the
stories is essential, and an
appreciation of Herb's adventures
and Child's manipulations of text
and objects also requires a level of
sophistication and experience in
how books 'normally' operate. And
lest all this sounds too serious, it is
also very, very funny and definitely
not to be missed! VC

The Shrimp
AUDIO BOOK

***Emily Smith, read by Tony
Robinson, BBC Cover to
Cover, 1 hr, unabridged,
1 85549 172 9, £3.99 tape
Emily Smith's gift is unusual: she can
tell a quiet story which lingers and
resonates. The Shrimp captures
precisely the passion that shy Ben

feels for shells and how, thanks to an
imaginative teacher, his pursuit of it
is transformed from nerdy to
glamorous allowing Ben to re-
evaluate himself. It's a beguiling
story and Tony Robinson's slow
reading of it captures the essence but
the slow delivery also makes it more
ponderous than necessary which
will deter listeners. JE

Stan and the Sneaky
Snacks
0713661429

Stan and the Major
Makeover
0 7136 6140 2

Stan and the Crafty
Cats
0713661380

Stan and the Golden
Goals
0713661445

****
Scoular Anderson, A & C Black
'Rockets', 48pp, £8.99 each hbk
The four books about Stan the Dog,
part of a series which aims to provide
'enticing stories for children who
have just launched into reading', are
told with Anderson's characteristic
humour. His lively, cartoony
illustrations complement the texts
well; Stan's facial expressions are at
times hilarious. The humans in the
books are all given names that a dog
might call them - thus the father is
Bigbelly, the mother is Canopener,
and the children Crumble and
Handout. To continue with this
theme, the chapters are referred to as
Helpings. So the stage is set for an
amusing read.
In Stan and the Sneaky Snacks, Stan
is horrified at having to exercise
along with Bigbelly. Bigbelly is none
too amused at this either, and any
child reading this story will easily
identify with how Stan manages to
both sabotage and then resolve
matters. The mystifying business of
how dogs manage to get so dirty and

(sometimes) smell dreadfully is
riotously outlined in the first part of
Stan and the Major Makeover. And
then, horror of horrors, Stan has to
have a bath and get tidied up; having
to go to Dog Training Sessions adds
insult to injury. Stan and the Crafty
Cats sees two initially unwelcome
visitors find their way into Stan's
home. And at first, these cats do
seem to have no redeeming features
at all; but then disaster threatens,
and through this Stan comes to see
that the cats have certainly got
something going for them. In Stan
and the Golden Goals, Stan is being
excluded from playing football with
Handout and his team. After really
messing things up for everyone
concerned, Stan redeems himself by
finding Handout's asthma inhaler -
and Handout is then able to score a
goal for his team, with Stan getting
his reward too.
The series will appeal to children, as
there is ready humour at every turn.
However, most of the main
characters are male which may be
less appealing to some girls. Page
numbers are not always in evidence,
which I found a little bit off-putting;
and commas are used somewhat
irregularly making at times for
slightly elongated sentences. In spite
of these minor gripes, I would
recommend the series both for solo
and shared reading. RL

Titus Rules OK

***Dick King-Smith, ill. John
Eastwood, Doubleday, 96pp,
0 385 60442 4, £10.99 hbk
In this latest King-Smith story, we
have a young corgi who manages to
climb to fame and favour with the
Queen and Prince Philip and who
also thinks he is doing them a favour!
This is an entertaining dog's-eye-
view of life in the royal household.
Some of the humour may be
overplayed in parts of the book (one
either does or doesn't like running
jokes!), but there is an amusing and
unlikely twist at the end of the story.

RL

The Nightingale that
Shrieked and other
tales
0192751883

Why the Fish Laughed
and other tales
0192751875

*****
Edited by Kevin Crossley-
Holland, Oxford, 128pp, £4.99
each pbk
Collections of stories from diverse
cultures are now commonplace on
children's bookshelves, but these two
paperback selections from the Young
Oxford Book of Folktales (1998) are
exceptional. It's not that master
storyteller Crossley-Holland ranges
any more widely than other

compilers, but his choices, without
excluding familiar classics like 'Brer
Rabbit', 'The Pied Piper', or Vasilissa's
brush with Baba-Yaga, are highly
adventurous. His narrative voice is as
vivid and daring as the imagery of
these intriguing stories, and is
reminiscent of the powerful folktale
retellings of Susan Price and Angela
Carter. Here, for example, are three
speech snippets from the title story
of the first book: A calamity and a
scandal! The King's new Queen has
given birth to a puppy dog and a
water jug!'; 'How perfect is this house!
... You lack nothing but the Tree of
Apples that Dance and Apricots that
Sing growing before your door. Then
it would be complete.'; 'Continue
along this road, and you will see my
sister sitting at her handmill grinding
salt or fine white sugar. If you find her
grinding salt, stop where you stand
and do not let her see you. But if she
should be grinding sugar, run to her
as quickly as you can and nurse at
each of her breasts.' Such richness is
offered by all of the stories. Common
themes are trickery, communion
with animals and spirits, our pursuit
of wisdom, and Death's pursuit of us.
I would recommend these stories for
reading alone and aloud for all ages.
What a pity about the stingy print
size. GH

The World Came to My
Place
INFORMATION STORY

*****Jo Readman, ill. Ley Honor
Roberts, Eden Project Books,
24pp, 1 903919 01 0, £10.99 hbk
George has to stay at home with
Grandpa because Flora has spots all
over. This is a golden opportunity for
Grandpa to tell George where all the
things he eats and all the things used
around the house and in the garden
come from. So, for example, young
listeners or readers learn that
liquorice comes from France, rope
from Tanzania and the hairy-coated
coconuts from which doormats are
made come from hot, wet places like
India. There are two kinds of text: on
the left hand pages we have the story
of George's day with lots of lively
dialogue; and on the right there are
fact boxes providing clear
information about each object and
food item. The illustrations - bright
collages of drawings and
photographs - are most appealing.
Globes appear on each double spread
and a map shows clearly where each
product comes from. This would be a
good focus for talking about all the
things in the book. I do think - and
this is a small quibble - that it would
have been helpful to have had some
legible labels on the many food
packages and other items to support
children's experience of
environmental print. This book
would help five- to seven-year-olds
with early geographical concepts and
thematic work on food. It would also
be an enjoyable book for adult and
child to share at home. MM

10 Junior/Middle
The War

****Anai's Vaugelade, trans. Marie-
Christine Rouffiac and Tom
Streissguth, Carolrhoda
Books, 32pp, 1 57505 562 7,

£12.99 hbk
It's a fair bet that a picture book
entitled The War, whose cover shows
a child in medieval dress looking
down sadly on an armed camp, is
likely to have a message to put
across. Vaugelade's tale of battling

red and blue armies and a prince
who hates fighting was originally
published in France and has already
won the UNESCO Prize for
Children's and Young People's
Literature in the Service of Tolerance
2001.

The action takes place in a pale
devastated landscape and vast
empty throne rooms peopled by
anxious and implacable kings, on
horses and towering thrones, and
their weary, footsore soldiery,
dragging themselves from skirmish
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to skirmish. Apart from the use of
colours to mark out the allegory,
there are visual references to chess
figures and, in the portrayal of the
horses, a sardonic link to the famous
battle scenes of Paolo Uccello, where
carnage was translated into lines of
painterly symmetry.
It's done with a light, if bitter, touch.
The absurd confrontation of the red
prince on his proud charger and the
blue prince on his war-harnessed
sheep proves to be a duel to the
death, when the sheep's bleating
alarms the war horse, who throws
the red prince to the ground. This
tragedy prompts the blue prince to
employ a stratagem that brings the
blue and red armies together in
mutual defence, and means his exile,
as the adopted son of the peace-
loving yellow king.
The ending is unlikely to convince
any older child who is aware of the
intractability of any real lifelong
standing conflicts. Still, it's a tale
whose motives are irreproachable
and it is told with conviction and
skill in words and pictures, and that
will give children food for thought.

CB

Mythological Monsters
of Ancient Greece

*****Sara Fanelli, Walker, 32pp,
0 7445 8898 7, £10.99 hbk
It is sometimes said of Fanelli's
books that they are bought primarily
by art students and designers. It is
certainly true that she enjoys
goddess-like status in these quarters,
and rightly so. Her exquisitely
crafted imagery has been hugely
influential within the graphic arts.
Innovative, sumptuously designed
and coloured, her books are true art-
objects in their own right. This new
book is no exception. Fanelli seems
to be experimenting with an
expanded palette of colour here. It
would be interesting to know
whether she is using the computer to
adjust colours - a tool she has
tended to resist in the past. The book
is superbly produced, its
unlaminated illustrated cover boards
make it a particularly pleasurable
thing to hold and pore over. Each
spread or single page is devoted to
one of the creatures, represented
through the artist's highly individual
approach to collage and hand-
rendered lettering. It is also good to
see a little more of her lovely pen and
ink drawing than we are used to. The
simple format makes the whole
thing, I suspect, a good deal easier
for a child to follow than some of her
recent creations such as Dear Diary
and the beautiful but complex,
Dreamtime. MS

Short and Shocking : A
book of very short
stories with a twist in
the tail

***Maggie Pearson, ill. Chris
Mould, Oxford, 96pp,
0 19 278191 X, £4.99 pbk
This is a collection of entertaining
anecdotes, none more than two
pages long and some only a dozen
lines, which teachers will find handy
to round off a lesson or an afternoon,
or indeed as stimulus for children to
try out their own short, jokey and
surprising stories. The tales derive
mostly from the folk story tradition,

both British and American, and even
current jokes are turned to good
account. More than once already I
have heard the one about the fast
driver who reacts angrily to shouts of
'Pig!' from an oncoming car, only to
turn the corner and find a pig in the
road. 'Crossroads', by contrast, is a
short version of Chaucer's
'Pardoner's Tale'. Many of the stories
concern dupes and tricksters, and
there is a group of mini-stories about
Old Ted, who is sometimes stupid
and sometimes shrewd. Nothing is
very original here, but these neatly
shaped miniature narratives will give
plenty of classroom fun. PH

JEAH WR
Daisy May

****Jean lire, ill. Karen Donnelly,
Collins, 96pp, 0 00 713369 3,
£3.99 pbk
Daisy May is a foundling who grows
up in a foundling hospital; at the age
of ten she goes into service. And
although her story is very much
fiction, it is told in such a way that
the reader will readily identify and
empathise with Daisy and her life in
late Victorian England. Daisy never
gives up hope that some day things
will improve for her, and by weaving
elements of a ghost story into this
tale, a happy ending is hinted at.
Skilfully told, with Donnelly's
illustrations making the characters
seem more real, I found the book
difficult to put down. RL

The Improbable Cat

*****Allan Ahlberg, ill. Peter Bailey,
Puffin, 128pp, 0 670 91289 1,
£7.99 hbk

This attractively produced, pocket-
size story has all the tried and tested
Ahlberg qualities. It is domestically
vivid, succinct, and captivating. The
nightmarish central figure is
captivating, too, in a more sinister
way. Entering the lives of the Burrell
family as a pathetic grey limping
kitten, this feline monster
hypnotises everyone in the family
who touches and strokes it, reducing
them all to servitude. The house falls
to rack and ruin, and so do the
characters, as they slavishly feed the
creature and it grows in three short
weeks to monstrous size. Luckily
David, aged twelve, is allergic to cat
fur and doesn't touch it, so he
watches in mounting puzzlement
and horror until, with the aid of Billy
the dog (also, of course, immune) he
is finally able to launch a violent and
successful counter-attack. This terse,
suspenseful little story is both witty
and serious (as Ahlberg so often is)
and its title is important. We live our
lives, says David, by expecting what
is probable. But 'improbable' and
'impossible' are very different things.
Ahlberg's improbable moggy makes
for a creepily diverting enter-
tainment. PH

Gulliver's Travels

***Jonathan Swift, retold by
James Riordan, 96pp,
0 19 274195 0

King Arthur

***Retold by James Riordan,
96pp, 0 19 274194 2

Don Quixote

***Miguel de Cervantes, retold by
Michael Harrison, 96pp,
0 19 274193 4

ElCid

****Retold by Geraldine
McCaughrean, 128pp,
0192741969

Moby Dick

****Herman Melville, retold by
Geraldine McCaughrean,
96pp, 0 19 274192 6
111. Rosamund Fowler, Oxford
'Classic Tales', £4.99 each pbk
This series aims to introduce the
great characters of world literature
and so the retellings are quite free in
their editing of the original plots.
These are not overtly simplified
versions in their language use and so
provide very satisfying reads for any
young reader, who might be further
inspired to have a bash at the
originals.
Geraldine McCaughrean's titles are
by far the most inspired in their rich
evocation of character and period.
Furthermore, the pace and depth of
the stories is impressive, so that
there is a tangible sense that the new
writer has skilfully provided us with a
piece of literature in its own right.
The Quixote has an apt quirkiness
about it that appeals and Harrison's
afterword goes a long way to explain
the style he has chosen to use. The
humour and fun of the original yarn
is worked well into the latest version,
which should be most accessible to
modern, young readers.

Arthur and Gulliver are told in a
straightforward way, well paced and
with plenty of reading excitement.
The latter is a quick read, retaining a
strong hint of Gulliver the storyteller,
who might just be stretching things a
bit! The Arthur whizzes through the
familiar territory, focusing on action
more than magic and intrigue. This
one might have done with a few
more pages.
All worthy titles to fire the cannon of
great literature into modern youth!

DB

Vlad the Drac

***Ann Jungman, ill. George
Thompson, Barn Owl Books,
128pp, 1 903015 22 7, £4.99 pbk
Vlad the Drac was first published 20
years ago. The books were extremely
popular then and still have lots of
appeal.
Vlad is a tiny vampire discovered
under a stone in Romania by Judy
and Paul, who are there on holiday
with their parents. Feeling sorry for
him they smuggle him back to their
home in England. Fortunately, Vlad
is far from being your typical
vampire. He prefers shoe polish or
washing-up liquid to blood, the sight
of which makes him faint, although
he still makes a difficult houseguest.
His constant grumbling and whining
- think vampire Victor Meldrew -
irritates Paul in particular.
Though the book does now feel
faintly old-fashioned, probably
because of its leisurely pace, I'd still
recommend it. Vlad is a genuine
character, there's plenty of slapstick
and situation comedy to amuse
young readers and still more
humour arising out of Vlad's
personality and those of Judy and
Paul. AR

Tongue-Tied!

***Paul Jennings, ill. Bob Lea,
Puffin, 156pp, 0 14 038511 8,
£4.99 pbk
Another collection of Jennings' short
stories with their funny, moving,
amazing plots and twists and an
immediacy which appeals to so
many readers - especially boys. This
one includes a story about the
hugely expensive guppy kept alive in
shared exchanges between mouths
(a kind of fish kiss), the smell-
detector used to catch the 'Phantom
Farter', the linked story of 'Popping
Off where the dog and the old man
communicate, and the twin at last
able to part satisfactorily from his
dead brother. There will be the same
laugh-out-louds, 'listen to this'
sharing of stories and incidents as
before and teachers will know the
popularity of sharing them with a
class. AJ

The Cuckoo Clock

***Mrs Molesworth, ill. E H
Shepard, Jane Nissen Books,
172pp, 1 903252 14 8, £7.99
pbk
This is another well-produced
volume in Jane Nissen's series of
classic reprints. Mrs Molesworth's
story was first published in 1877 and
E H Shepard's cosy but clear-cut
illustrations (used in the present
edition) gave it a sense of freshness
and modernity.
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Mrs Molesworth's narrative makes
intriguing reading: a century and a
quarter on, it remains vivid and
readable, although her moralizing
reflections on what constitutes good
behaviour in children might seem
unpalatable to today's readers. In
fairness, however, it should be said
that the author skilfully coats the pill
of instruction with the jam of levity.
The magical character who provides
excitements and challenges for
Griselda, the small girl heroine, is the
bird in a cuckoo clock which
periodically comes to life. He is, like
his more famous successors, the
Psammead and Phoenix of E Nesbit's
stories, kind but quirky, and only
prepared to help Griselda if she
accords him the sort of respect that
Victorian children were expected to
give their 'elders and betters'.
Nevertheless Griselda only rarely
complains about his arrogance, as
he sweeps her away from the
comfortable but claustrophobic
confines of the home she shares with
her two great-aunts to magical
adventures in improbable places
such as Butterfly Land and The
Other Side of the Moon, where she
learns a great deal about herself and
her relationships. MC

Toad Heaven

****Morris Gleitzman, Puffin,
192pp, 0 14 131482 6, £4.99 pbk
Cane toads are just about the lowest
form of life in Australia, so to turn
one into the hero of a book takes
some nerve. That the nerveless
author is Gleitzman will not surprise
anyone who has read his earlier
books. Nor will his readers be
surprised to learn that his toad
characters are really quite human in
their ways of behaving; we
empathise with them, warts and all.
Toads, it seems, can be altruistic,
sensitive, conniving, opportunistic,
or they are in the hands of Gleitzman
anyway. Limpy, Charm, Goliath,
Malcolm and the rest of his toadly
characters possess the foregoing
attributes and some others as well.
Something of a parable, Toad
Heaven (sequel to Toad Rage)
centres on the quest for a paradise
where all cane toads can live safe
from golf clubs, trucks, trains and
other human methods of toadly
destruction. The scheming Malcolm
offers 'new homesites available at
low, low discount prices'; he'll even
accept flying insects as repayments.
The physically disadvantaged Limpy
isn't quite a superhero but he is
pretty valiant in his efforts to find a

national park where cane toads may
live unmolested. That things don't
quite work out as planned is all part
of the fun and excitement in this
highly entertaining read. Gleitzman's
characters are a mirror to various
forms of human behaviour, some of
which one wouldn't even wish on a
cane toad. VC

The Super Science
Book
NON-FICTION

****Kate Petty and Jennie Maizels,
Bodley Head, 12pp,
0 370 32584 2, £14.99 hbk
novelty
This latest addition to The Bodley
Head's interactive pop-up books
encourages young readers of about
eight to ten years to observe,
question and record. It is structured
by double spreads on 'How to be a
Scientist', 'Elements', 'Mixtures... and
Kitchen Chemistry!', 'Making Things
Move', 'Waves and Rays' and
'Magnets and Electricity'. There are
mini biographies to introduce
famous scientists like Robert Boyle,
Marie Curie and Isaac Newton and
much useful information is provided
- often in the form of amusing
pictures and diagrams. Children will
enjoy carrying out the simple
experiments described.

How Will _
I Grow'

Young readers used to multi-media
software and CDROMs will deal well
with the copious flaps, pull-outs,
tags, levers and pop-ups. There is
some exciting paper engineering
including the mountain with snowy
top and verdant meadows which
springs up when you open the first
page. This reinforces the notion that
children can think like young
scientists as they explore natural
phenomena in the world around
them. A dramatic cityscape pops up
at the end of the book on pages that
show many concepts about
electricity including the behaviour of
static electricity and how a battery
works. This visually stimulating book
does not replace more conventional
information texts but it provides an
excellent start to thinking creatively
about science. MM

How Will I Grow?

judging what to include and what to
leave out. Their reference to sex as 'a
special cuddle' (together with
diagrams of the developing male and
female sex organs) prepares the way
for the last year of primary school
when, in the United Kingdom at any
rate, the mechanics of sex are usually
explained by the class teacher or the
school nurse. The changes that take
place at puberty are put in the
context of a general explanation of
development, beginning with
learning to walk and talk in
babyhood. The emphasis is on
growing and learning with the strong

message that while we
are all different 'you'll
always be you'. This is
reassuring for young
people who will undergo
the hormonal upheavals
of the teenage years.
There are clear
explanations of the
changes that take place
at puberty including the
onset of menstruation
and development of the
sex organs. The book also
manages to explain how
puberty feels and
prepares children for the

mood swings all the physical
changes can cause. MM

The Best-Ever Book of
Exploration
NON-FICTION

**

NON-FICTION
*****Mick Manning and Brita

Granstrom, Franklin Watts,
32pp, 0 7496 3996 2, £10.99 hbk
This book is the answer for those
who seek a straightforward account
of the story of human development
for children of about seven years and
over. It anticipates the questions
children are most likely to ask and
answers them with the help of
engaging illustrations and labelled
diagrams. Writing a book on this
topic is challenging: Manning and
Granstrom show sensitivity in

Philip Wilkinson, Kingfisher,
64pp, 0 7534 0695 0, £10.99 hbk
It isn't the best ever, despite the
endorsement from the Royal
Geographical Society. It's a book for
the reader who's attracted to
exploration, in the first place at least,
as a sphere of adventure: an
opportunity to go into unknown and
dangerous places that will test skills,
courage and endurance. Arranged
chronologically, the book is
dominated by large dramatic
illustrations whose effect is
predominantly atmospheric. The
text is broken up into two main
paragraphs per double page with
'sidelight' paragraphs associated
with smaller illustrations. This gives
an adequate flavour of individual
explorers and expeditions, so that if
you want some information on
Magellan or Columbus, you will find
it, but it doesn't get to grips with the
social, environmental and economic
implications of exploration. The
book does at least deal with
exploration as a worldwide
phenomenon, including Chinese
and Arab explorers, but it is not
convincing as a serious approach.
The large maps that head each
section, tracing the course of several

routes at once, are difficult to
decipher; sections on mapping and
deep sea exploration are added as an
afterthought, and space exploration
is not considered at all. CB

Guide to the Human
Body: A photographic
journey through the
human body
NON-FICTION

*****Richard Walker, Dorling
Kindersley, 64pp,
0 7513 3073 6, £12.99 hbk
Atlas-sized, this volume shows us all
our bits in loving detail and glowing
colour. lust about every known
graphic technique is employed to do
this and as well as good basic
information-gobbets, DK style, we
get the odd fascinating fact as well.
So all down a thermograph's left arm
we can read that 'A newborn baby
has about 350 bones, but because
some fuse together as the baby
grows, adults have 206 bones'.

Most fascinating, predictably, are the
electron photomicrographs - rods in
the retina, tastebuds on the tongue,
for instance, and the timed double
spread of the intestinal tract (from
Monday lunch to Tuesday
suppertime) is particularly good
value. Did you know the inside of the
larger intestine is carpeted (sic) with
a layer of bacteria 2cm thick? This is
a highly entertaining wet-day book.

TP

An Interview with
Jamila Gavin
Joanna Carey, 96pp,
14052 0088 X

An Interview with
J K Rowling
Lindsey Fraser, 80pp;

1 4052 0052 9
NON-FICTION

****Egmont, £2.99 each pbk
This series is a good way to find out
more about favourite authors and
their published works. Titles already
published feature Michael
Morpurgo, Jacqueline Wilson, Gillian
Cross and Anne Fine.
Both books begin with an interview
(in the case of Gavin illustrated with
plenty of engaging family snaps),
which steers sensibly clear of the
totally sensational and inane, like
fave food and birth signs, and
concentrates instead on family and
childhood influences and on the
writing career and the books
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themselves. There follows an
overview by the compiler and a
comprehensive bibliography.

There's plenty of quiet integrity in
this series, which should be
welcomed by teachers and librarians
to drum up interest in writers and

their art and to provide readable,
engaging material for young readers,
who want to know some serious
facts about their favourite authors.

I'll be using it as approachable,
worthwhile non-fiction in the
National Framework for English.
Worth it in anybody's money! DB

REVIEWS 10-14 Middle/Secondary
Granuaile: The Pirate
Queen

****Morgan Llywelyn, O'Brien
Press, 158pp, 0 86278 578 2,
£4.99 pbk
At the centre of Llywelyn's novel is
the colourful life of Granuaile,
described in the book's sub-title as
'she-king of Connacht, a leader of
men and the terror of the western
seas'. We are in 16th-century Ireland,
a country dominated by internal
feuds and dissension and by the
continuing struggle, as Granuaile
expresses it in one of her letters to
her son, 'to break the hold of
England on this island once and for
all'. The times and the politics are
complex and a quite careful reading
is required if the roles played by the
numerous clans, chieftains and
English governors are to be clearly
differentiated. There is, however, no
difficulty whatsoever in following
Granuaile's own astonishing and
adventurous career, whether on the
seas, in her imprisonment or, best of
all, in her superbly re-created
meeting with Elizabeth I. Written in a
blend of present and past tenses, this
is a richly textured and cleverly
structured story of a brave, wily and
inspirational woman. RD

Dancing in My Nuddy-
Pants

****Louise Rennison, Piccadilly,
192pp, 1 85340 736 4, £6.99 pbk
This is the fourth Georgia Nicolson
diary and the formula shows no sign
of wearing thin. Georgia and the Sex
God end their ill-starred liaison but
Dave the Laugh - perhaps standing a
little too obviously in the wings - is
quick to replace him in Georgia's
affections. Add the hilarious sub-
plots of the school trip to Paris,
Georgia's young sister and Angus'
forays into fatherhood and the
package is complete.
Teenage readers will enjoy the
reassurance of familiar characters
and relish the changes in their
circumstances. Parental woes are
captured magnificently, with
Georgia's long-suffering and
endearingly predictable 'Mutti and
Vati' lurching from one social cliche
to another in gorgeously inept form.
This is laugh-out-loud stuff, yet
Rennison tempers Georgia's
astounding self-absorption with
moments of insight and sympathy.
There's a good deal here to amuse
and entertain but plenty of
reassurance for beleaguered
teenagers, too. VR

The Girls in the Velvet
Frame
AUDIO BOOK

****Adele Geras, read by Maureen
Lipman, Collins, 2 hrs,
abridged, 0 00 714115 7, £8.99
tape
What a pleasure to have the chance
to hear Maureen Lipman (who else

could it be?) read this warm and
funny family story. Set in Jerusalem
just before the First World War, The
Girls in the Velvet Frame tells how
the five Bernstein sisters set about
trying to find their brother Isaac.
Gone to build a new life in America,
there has been no word from Isaac
and even Mrs Bernstein has begun to
invent stories to cover for his
absence. In some wonderfully over
the top, deeply Jewish voices
capturing all of Geras's nuance and
wit about characters, Maureen
Lipman gives the book a theatricality
that the clever plotting and close
observation can easily carry. JE

JUDY
BLUME

Double Fudge

****Judy Blume, Macmillan, 208pp,
1 405 00787 7, £10.99 hbk
Blume has been writing for a very
long time: indeed, the inspiration for
the central character of Fudge,
which once came from her son, is
now supplied by her grandson. Yet
this brand new adventure for the
Hatchers is as fresh and as modern
as anything you're likely to read.
Where Blume's 30 years of
experience does show is in her
extraordinary skill as a comic writer.
As usual, Fudge is causing chaos in
this story and to add to the general
mayhem the Hatchers are reunited
with their long lost cousins - a family
of five, including 12-year-old home-
schooled girl twins, the Natural
Beauties - who end up staying with
them in their cramped New York
apartment for a week.
There are moments of superb
situation comedy in the book but
most of the humour comes from the
intelligent characterisation and from
the dialogue. At the same time the
novel is packed with insights into
family relationships. AR

Dogs Don't Tell Jokes

NEW
Talent
Notes from a Liar and
her Dog

****Gennifer Choldenko,
Bloomsbury, 224pp,
0 7475 5848 5, £5.99 pbk
What is the impact of a mother who
is not only emotionally unavailable
but who idealizes two of her children
(who are 'like her') while rejecting
the third. One solution for the
rejected child is to fantasize about
the kind of parents desired and in
this perceptive novel, Antonia
(known as Ant) writes to her 'real'
parents asking them to come and
take her away from her 'supposed'
parents.
Ant's 'supposed' mother tries to be
nice but Ant always feels 'all wrong':
'I set the table forks first ... I write
notes on my hand or sometimes my
leg. "This isn't the way people do
things," mom tells me ... as if she is
the keeper of the right way to do
everything.' And if her mother has
problems allowing Ant to be herself,
her largely absent father has no idea
how much his 'difficult' daughter
needs him. It is no surprise that Ant
cannot stop lying. In letters to her
'real' parents, she explains that she
cannot entrust the truth to people
who wouldn't understand. This
convoluted yet entirely logical take
on the world keeps her safe from
disappointment - but also excluded

from so much else. Thank goodness
for Ant's old and smelly dog, for her
best friend, Harrison, and especially
for the art teacher who, to Ant's
surprise, likes Ant just as she is. How
Ant begins, with help from these
friends, to find her own inner
resources is told convincingly and
with a wit and a lightness of touch
that belie the painfulness of her
situation. Sadly, there will be many
young readers who will identify with
Ant.
Choldenko's outer plot creaks a little
- the trouble at the zoo where Ant
helps out at the weekends is over the
top - but her plotting of Ant's inner
world is splendidly done. With
Choldenko, it seems, we have much
to look forward to. RS

Louis Sachar, Bloomsbury,
224pp, 0 7475 5524 9, £4.99 pbk
Q. Why shouldn't you write on an
empty stomach?

A. Because it's better to write on
paper
Gary Boone, self-named 'Goon', is
the class clown, always practising his
stand-up comedy routines. The
problem is that sometimes his jokes
just aren't funny and even the good
ones are groan-inducing when they
have been told hundreds of times
before. Gary doesn't realise that he
has become the butt of his
classmates' cruel jokes. His jaded
parents offer to pay him 100 dollars if

he can abstain from telling jokes for
three weeks. His mother explains
'You tell jokes because you're afraid
to let people see who you are. You
hide behind a wall of jokes.' Only his
friend Angeline and her
unconventional family appreciate
Gary's humour and recognise his raw
talent.
Gary is determined to prove that he's
a star, and when he sees the
announcement for the school talent
competition he knows that this is his
big chance. But when self-doubt sets
in, it is the imaginary Mrs Snitzberry,
the subject of Gary's jokes, who steps
in to give advice: 'Humor - man's
greatest gift! That's what separates
humans from all other animals.
That's why they call it humor.
Humans - humor. You never hear
dogs telling jokes, do you?' To
achieve success Gary must work at
developing his talent and deal with
some unexpected surprises along
the way.
Dogs Don't Tell Jokes, first published
in America in 1991, is the latest of
Sachar's books to be published in the
UK following the success of his
highly original novel, Holes. Sachar's
clear and accessible prose style
engages the reader and evokes an
empathetic response to his
protagonist while maintaining
objectivity. Would-be stand-up
comedians need look no further for
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personal and professional advice -
this book has it all. Sachar's delight in
quirky characters, the hat-collecting
Abel and Gus, and the bluntly
spoken Mrs Snitzberry, is infectious.
The book's themes are serious, but
Dogs Don't Tell Jokes is throughout a
good story, well told. I was enthralled
from the first page to the last. NG

A Question of Courage

****Marjorie Darke, Barn Owl,
224pp, 1 903015 21 9, £5.99 pbk
Emily, a 17-year-old seamstress, has
a chance encounter with Women's
Suffrage through well-to-do Louise,
and becomes deeply involved in the
movement, even going to prison for
the cause. Her emotions as well as
the strength of her conviction are
challenged as she learns to mix in
new circles and face difficult
decisions about political action.
While the scene is somewhat
idealised, the detail of life in 1912 for
both Emily's working-class family
and Louise's factory-owning one, is
convincingly and often subtly
drawn.
First published in 1975, and
reminiscent of K M Peyton's
'Flambards' series, this is a well-
written and sensitive portrait of a girl
growing to womanhood at a time of
change, offering a picture of political
involvement which may be
enlightening to today's rather less-
than-active readers. AG

Strawgirl

***Jackie Kay, Macmillan, 272pp,
0 333 90098 7, £10.99 hbk
Molly MacPherson, aged eleven, is
the child of a Scottish farming family.
Her father was born a Nigerian, of
the Ibo tribe, but was adopted by the
farm's previous tenants and now
runs the farm. Then he is killed in a
car crash. Molly's mother slides into
depression, while Molly herself
fights tenaciously for her beloved
farm and its cows. Threatened at
school by racist bullies, and at home
by the farm's unscrupulous owners
who wish to evict the MacPhersons,
Molly finds help from Strawgirl, a
new supernatural friend made of
straw, who has magical powers. At
one level Strawgirl truly exists, and
with her aid Molly can fly, like the
children in Peter Pan. At another she
fills Molly's need in bereavement and
trauma, and she disappears when
the farm is safe, Molly's mother
recovered, and Molly has found a
new real-life friend. The owners and
would-be evictors, two terrible
twins, are childish villains like
something from Roald Dahl, but the
bullies at school are all too real. Thus
the book straddles fantasy and
reality rather uneasily, never quite
sure of its tone or its aim. But the
farming story is good and the
heroine very appealing: it is Molly
the child farmer who holds the book
together. PH

Ruby Holler

***Sharon Creech, Bloomsbury,
320pp, 0 7475 5617 2, £10.99
hbk
Part modern folktale, part American
pastoral, part domestic drama about
the forging of hard-won trust and
love between old and young, this
novel fashions something fresh,

comic and moving out of a
hackneyed and sentimental
storyline. Dallas and Florida, 13-
year-old twin boy and girl, have been
abandoned as babies by their
mother and raised in a Dickensian
orphanage, unsuccessfully farmed
out at intervals to a succession of
equally Dickensian foster-parents. At
13, not surprisingly, they are
suspicious of the entire human race
except each other. When an elderly
couple of would-be foster-parents
called Tiller and Sairy turn up,
allegedly to recruit the children as
companions on eccentric journeys,
things do not look promising. But
starting from the couple's remote
cabin in an unspoilt valley called
Ruby Holler, a sequence of comic
misadventures forges a durable
bond between old and young, with
Ruby Holler itself as the magical
catalyst for change. A lively and
enjoyable reworking of familiar stuff.

PH

Saffy's Angel
AUDIO BOOK

****Hilary McKay, read by Julia
Sawalha, BBC Cover to Cover,
4 hrs 28 mins, unabridged,
1 85549 177 X, £13.99 tape
Why, Saffron asks, is her name not on
the paint chart along with all the
others? Her siblings, Cadmium,
Indigo and Rose, all feature clearly
but there is no Saffron. The answer is
a shocking one and leads Saffy on a
wild search for the angel that fills her
dreams. With its convincingly arty
family, Saffy's Angel is a gloriously
funny story securely rooted in
intelligent understanding of
childhood needs and emotions. Julia
Sawalha captures the mood of the
family - and especially Saffy - well,
sounding young enough to carry
their parts. One irritation (which
grows once you've noticed it) is a
breathy intake before every
sentence. Tiresomely intrusive. JE

Abarat _____

*****Clive Barker, ill. Clive Barker,
HarperCollins, 432pp,
0 00 225952 4, £17.99 hbk
Is it accidental that Candy
Quackenbush has discovered the
lighthouse in the middle of the
plains of Minnesota and sailed to
Abarat? Or is she the one person who
can stop the darkness rising?
Christopher Carrion, Lord of
Midnight, plots to take over Abarat
and, with a generosity of invention
typical of the book, Barker provides a
second, rival villain with plans for
commercial domination. This first
part of a four-book sequence
provides the wonder, invention and
events to set the fantasy in motion.
The scenes at the lighdiouse where
the sea arrives to carry Candy from
Chickentown to Abarat and the
journey on the plane created out of
words in the air linger as favourites
among many. Abarat is a land
beyond our own, the hereafter, with
traders once sailing between the two.
The new world is a flight of fancy in a
squadron of fancies. Abarat has an
island for each hour of the day, plus
one (out of time), all wildly different.
The inhabitants have assorted
arrangements of limbs and features,
human and animal, and extras. One
has several heads growing on one
head, all called John, who take some
keeping under control. And this one
is good. The bad ones are... well,

nasty. Those who know Barker's
adult novels will understand how
well he does horror: encounter the
Stitchlings 'a vast, soulless army of
mud and thread and patches'. There
is much that could be horrifying but
this is well-understood children's
fantasy with a guiding hand. The title
logo is already trademarked by
Disney, who apparently bought the
film rights for a Beckham ransom on
the basis of the author's paintings for
the book (wildly bright and bold
oils). Events not ideas are Abarat's
strength. It is a reader's delight of
fantasy, a roller coaster of
excitements held together by the
pace of adventures and the variety of
its extravagant imaginings. AJ

War: The World Reacts
NON-FICTION

***Paul Bennett, Belitha, 32pp,
1 84138 446 1, £10.99 hbk
War is changing. Less and less are
military disputes about power and
possessions, more and more are they
about beliefs and ethnicity; civil war
is a growth industry. This leads,
inevitably, to a change in the attitude
to conflict - a change among those
directly involved and a change
among those trying to provide relief,
aid, and resolution.
This book shows examples of the
results of those attitudinal changes,
by examining recent armed conflicts.
We visit the original 'ethnic
cleansing' in Yugoslavia 1991-2, the
dilemma of Rwanda in '94 and the
ghastly stalemate in Chechnya. From
these and other similar instances we
build up a picture of relief agencies
in action - everything from
emergency water supplies to the
digging out of landmines.
For such a dismal yet urgent subject
the treatment throughout seems,
though totally objective, remarkably
light, and the book leaves little
lasting impression. This is a pity, for
its subject should provoke a more
definite response than the 'so what?'
that most readers will give it. TP

John Logie Baird
Dr Mike Goldsmith,
0 7502 3943 3

Guglielmo Marconi
Dr Mike Goldsmith,
0 7502 3944 1

Leonardo Da Vinci
Stewart Ross, 0 7502 3938 7

Michael Faraday
Stewart Ross, 0 7502 3939 5
NON-FICTION

****Hodder Wayland 'Scientists
Who Made History', 48pp,
£11.99 each hbk
Here are four household names
whose discoveries inform many
corners of our daily lives. Their daily
lives - and much else beside their
history-making contributions, are
discovered here in highly
informative detail. Common to all
four (this is a formula-based series)
is a picture of the subjects' early
years, showing their emergence as
what we now call 'scientists'. Baird,
the sickly son of the manse who at a
tender age provided electric light for
his home by installing a
hydroelectric plant in the kitchen
sink waste pipe, went on to play
cricket with Jack 'Goodnight Vienna'
Buchanan. Marconi, his scientific
bent despised by his father but

encouraged by his Irish mother, got
his lucky break when he failed the
entrance to the Italian Naval
Academy and had to make do with
Livorno Tech. (why do we still call it
Leghorn?). Goldsmith tells their two
tales with a nicely old-fashioned
didactic touch with very clear
technical explanations.
Leonardo was best known in
childhood for his fine singing voice;
his other talents flowered when his
family moved to the cultural hotbed
of Firenze (why do we still call it
Florence say the Euros in my
pocket?) in his teens. Michael
Faraday, bookbinder son of a
blacksmith, made his own luck by
sending Sir Humphry Davy a sample
of his work. Ross chronicles these
two with smooth professionalism -
less technical than Goldsmith but
with a better eye for social detail.
An endearing feature of this quartet
and therefore one presumes (this is a
formula-based series) of the rest, is
the frequent appearance of 'in their
own words' features. Largely
quotations from the subjects' lively
accounts of their own experiences,
these also contain comments from
contemporaries, so Marconi
includes Captain Kendall's matter-
of-fact report of his wireless message
that precipitated the arrest of
'Crippen, the London cellar
murderer' on his SS Montrose.
The publishers puff themselves as
'the gold standard for children's
information books'. Something from
my extremely vague (and reluctant)
grasp of economic history tells me
that a gold standard is something
that one can come off, but
nevertheless, this handy and friendly
foursome, with a good standard of
relevant illustration, is well worth
the ouday of a few Faradays. TP

Rosalind Franklin
Cath Senker, 0 7502 4005 9

Dian Fossey
Liz Gogerly, 0 7502 4007 5
NON-FICTION ****
Hodder Wayland 'Scientists
Who Made History', 48pp,
£11.99 each hbk
Two women pioneers are the newest
recruits to a biographical series on
scientists. Rosalind Franklin's story is
a remarkable one and deserves
retelling, for her work on the
structure of DNA went without
recognition in her lifetime. And yet it
was as a result of her research papers
- passed on without her knowledge -
that Crick and Watson were able to
build the correct model of the DNA
molecule. The fact that she was a
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woman working in a largely all-male
establishment undoubtedly contri-
buted to this omission, but Franklin
herself seemed largely unperturbed
by it and as a scientist was delighted
that something exciting had been
discovered. Tragically she died of
cancer at the early age of 37. Four
years later Crick, Watson and
Wilkins, her erstwhile colleague,
were awarded the Nobel Prize. Dian
Fossey's story is more widely known,
largely as a result of her book and the
subsequent film Gorillas in the Mist.
She too died before her work was
complete, brutally murdered in her
camp in Rwanda, possibly by
poachers. Her work in studying
mountain gorillas has made an
important contribution to our
understanding of the behaviour,
language and family structure of our
closest primate relatives and the
need to protect their environment.
Both books are punctuated with
extracts from letters and first-hand
quotes which, together with
generous use of photos, help paint
accessible portraits of two
significant contributors to modern
science. SU

Water Supply: Our
Impact on the Planet
NON-FICTION *****
Rob Bowden, Hodder
Wayland '21st Century
Debates', 64pp, 0 7502 3952 2,
£12.99 hbk
The world's water situation is a
bucketful of paradoxes - Europe
floods, Africa parches, clean water
brings incalculable health benefits,
dirty water spreads disease - and on
and on. The only certain thing is that
there is no new water; we can only
use what we've got, so water
management is the way to a better
water situation worldwide.
Bowden explains this eloquently and
in fascinating detail, showing us that
only 2.5% of global water is fresh
water, that in this country only 3% of
fresh water is used for agriculture
whereas in Denmark they use 43%
(which must be why their bacon is so
wet) but whereas irrigation may
increase crop yields it's also a highly
efficient disease-spreader.
This book is a well of water-
information as it re-values water as
the 'new oil', and fills a much needed
but little heeded gap in the available
range of resource-information. It
should be added to any serious

collection, and for once the
publishers' 'Ideal for Citizenship'
claim is spot on. TP

Diabetes
Jo Whelan, 0750239409
Dyslexia
Paula Wiltshire, 0 7502 3947 6
NON-FICTION

****Hodder Wayland 'Health
Issues', 64pp, £12.99 each hbk
Aimed at Key Stage 3 & 4 pupils and
part of a major new series on health
concerns ('Health Issues'), these two
books provide detailed and
sometimes complex information on
their subjects. Diabetes claims not to
provide health advice, believing that
best got from a doctor or clinic, but
gives clear explanations of both type
1 and type 2 diabetes, the use of
insulin and other drugs, symptoms,
the control of blood glucose levels,
diet and health risks. Dyslexia looks
at myths and issues surrounding the
condition, shows clearly the process
of assessment, and explains many of
the different problems that people
with complex 'wiring' in their brains
can suffer. The language in both
books is sophisticated; there is some
emphasis on research, and examples
are given of young people coping. We
meet famous people who have had
both conditions, though in the case
of the dyslexics named (eg.
Churchill, Hans Andersen, Agatha
Christie, etc.) it may be queried as to
whether they were actually dyslexic
as none of them could have been

Work it out!
Can you work out wlmi the
inrii Blioti says?

From Dyslexia.

assessed. The level of complexity in
both books will take a certain
amount of maturity, and, in fact,
teachers and parents could well find
them useful as general
introductions. Websites, indexes and
glossaries provide further help. A
welcome new series that will be of
real use, both to schools and to
individuals. ES

The Way Science
Works
NON-FICTION

***Robin Kerrod and Dr Sharon
Ann Holgate, Dorling
Kindersley in association with
the Science Museum, IGOpp,
0 7513 3981 4, £12.99 hbk
Somewhat overtitled: this book is
mostly about physics, with some
chemistry and a little biology. There
are well balanced sections on the
states of matter, atoms and
elements, forces and energy, heat
and sound, light and colour,
electricity and magnetism. There is
the usual DK high standard of
illustration, a useful glossary and
about sixty simple experiments for a
reader aged 10 or over to perform,
often with 'an adult present',
requiring little but household
materials.

Explanations are clear and generally
accurate, if slightly marred by a
wrong statement of Archimedes'
principle (on the same page as a
correct statement); electromagnetic
forces are mistakenly described as
short-range; the explanation of the
radiometer is one which was
debunked about 1879. FP

1000 Inventions and
Discoveries
NON-FICTION

***Roger Bridgman, Dorling
Kindersley in association with
the Science Museum, 256pp,
0 7513 3928 8, £14.99 hbk
This is a clearly written, well
illustrated book. The inventions and
discoveries are arranged chrono-
logically in seven roughly equal
sections: prehistory, 499-1400,
1401-1750, 1751-1850, and the last
three half-centuries.
Typically there are half a dozen
entries to a page, with an occasional
longer piece or spread. Subject
matter is very wide-ranging,
covering agriculture, engineering,
mathematics, natural sciences,
medicine, geography, music,
fashion, entertainment, and on and
on.
Some more illustrations would have
been helpful - the mortise and tenon
joint, and perspective, for example,
would have benefited. The Darwin
piece mentions Malthus and Huxley
but not Wallace. The DNA spread
claims, wrongly, that Rosalind
Franklin was Maurice Wilkins's
assistant. Some of the most recent
inventions - WAP and MP3, for
example - may seem ephemeral.
These are minor cavils about a
carefully researched volume.
There is one major disaster, however,
for those who would hunt rather
than browse: the index entries are
almost exclusively by the first word
of the entry title. A typical example:
'colour photography' is indexed only
under C and '35mm camera' only
under T, neither of them under
'photography', where the only index
entry is to the piece on the work of
Daguerre and Fox Talbot. There are
many similar cases. As a result, the
reader who wants to find entries
about inventions in a chosen field
has to be able to guess how they are
titled. There is some cross-
referencing but not enough to
resolve this problem. FP

REVIEWS 14+ Secondary/Adult
Is That the New Moon?
POETRY

*****Collected by Wendy Cope,
Collins, 128pp, 0 00 712764 2,
£4.99 pbk
Cope's anthology offers a wide-
ranging introduction to a number of
women poets, some very well
known, some less so. Aimed at girls
of 13 to 16, its appeal is in fact much
wider, providing a reflection on
experiences and circumstances
common to young, and not so
young, women. Becoming
independent, growing up and
growing away from what may be
restraining or restricting
circumstances is the prevailing
theme of the collection. Some

poems are terrifying in their
delineation of childhood and young
adulthood, but even here the tone is
one of restraint, of things unsaid
rather than said, as in Elizabeth
Bartlett's 'God is Dead - Nietzsche'
and Carole Satyamurti's 'Between
the Lines', where a girl grows to
maturity in a home circumscribed by
euphemisms and denial.
Although first published 14 years
ago, time shows Cope's selection to
be an enduring one. The poems still
shine brightly and her introduction
provides a useful way into the
collection for possible readers
hesitant about poetry. In an ideal
world once she turns 13 every young
woman would receive a copy of Is
That the New Moon? VC

Stoner & Spaz

*****Ron Koertge, Walker, IGOpp,
0 7445 9055 8, £4.99 pbk
Written in the fast-moving style of
American teen soaps like Dawson's
Creek or Buffy the Vampire Slayer,
Stoner & Spaz packs quite a punch.
It's the story of two outsiders. Ben,
the 'spaz' of the title, comes from a
wealthy background, has an over-
protective grandmother, no friends
and cerebral palsy. Colleen, the
'stoner', is from the other side of the
tracks, addicted to her scary
boyfriend and whatever drugs she
can lay her hands on. Told through
Ben's eyes, the story charts their
unlikely friendship and innocent
romance.

As a disabled person with a funny
walk and a useless arm, Ben may feel
like the invisible man at school, but
when he starts to hang out with
Colleen, others begin to notice him
too. She is the first person of his age
that he has ever really talked to. She
doesn't patronise him nor regard
him as an object of pity. Her advice is
to 'get over himself; other disabled
kids at school don't hang around like
a fungus in their homerooms, they
talk to people and make friends.
These are words Ben needs to hear,
but soon he finds himself out of his
league and has to acknowledge that
however much he cares for Colleen,
he cannot stop her being a junkie.
It is still unusual in any fiction,
teenage or adult, for the voice of the
disabled character to lead the
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narrative and this book is as far away
as you can get from the if-only-I-
could-be-cured tone of some stories
which deal with this subject. Ben's
voice, and Colleen's too are clever
and self-mocking, with lots of great
one-liners (and what a BBC directive
might call 'strong language'). Koertge
has a real feel for the lives of young
people and has created characters
whose voices are truthful and strong.

LK

The Long Night of Leo
and Bree

***Ellen Wittlinger, Simon &
Schuster, 168pp,
0 689 83681 3, £7.99 pbk
This novel has the seductive tension
of two social opposites: Bree - with a
wealthy family and a suffocatingly
protective mother - and Leo, whose
family disintegrated under the strain
of his sister Michelle's brutal murder.
The narrative thread is split, allowing
readers to explore diametrically
opposed views of the same incident.
It is the anniversary of Michelle's
death and Leo's mother is in the
throes of a drink-fuelled nervous
breakdown. He leaves the house to
escape both her and the horrors of
the police photographs which
graphically document Michelle's
wounds.
Bree, rebelling against the stifling
safety of her neighbourhood, risks a
visit to the more dangerous part of
town and is kidnapped by Leo. The
two characters are marvellously
realised: Bree's terror and Leo's
obsessive determination to avenge
his sister's death are starkly played
out.
As the night goes on and Leo's need
to kill Bree diminishes, the interplay
between the two falters as they draw
closer but becomes more assured at
the book's conclusion when Bree
understands that she doesn't simply
want to survive the kidnap but
survive it well, to leave behind some
support for the kidnapper she has
come to understand and to befriend.

VR

Get a Life!

****Jean Ure, Orchard, 176pp,
1841218316, £4.99 pbk
Joel lives with his multi-talented
older brother Noah and their mum
and dad, who both have interesting
and slightly non-conformist jobs.
The boys attend a prestigious boys'

school, which prides itself on its
annual 'Day of Difference', an event
which the school brochure says
'should challenge our
preconceptions and prejudices'. The
narrative voice is Joel's and through
his eyes we see what happens when,
on the 'Day of Difference', a visiting
author questions the boys' attitudes
towards anyone who is gay. When an
older boy actually comes out the
resulting homophobia, added to by
the blimpish headmaster, creates a
very nasty situation.
Joel is self-doubting and unable to
make a stand about this when he
would like to do so. Joel's somewhat
stream of consciousness narration is
deployed by Ure to engage her
readers and show how 'prejudice is
everywhere - and it is always gross'.
This will work for those sympathetic
to Joel's perspective, but my concern
is that Get a Life! won't be read by
those to whom it might, perhaps,
give most pause for thought. It
would, however, make an excellent
starting point for class discussions
about tolerance, and should be in all
secondary school libraries. VC

Warehouse

****Keith Gray, Red Fox
'Definitions', 224pp,
0 09 941425 2, £4.99 pbk
The warehouse of the title is a
hidden place of refuge for the young
homeless. Its story is told from three
different angles. We begin with
Robbie, who's on the run from his
brother's violence. Then there's Amy,
the middle-class daughter, ashamed
of her dependence on her
suffocating parents. Finally, there's
Lem, the mysterious 'king' of the
warehouse, who lives alone on its
highest level.
In form and content, this is 'school of
Junk', although the use of thriller
plot elements, the exclusion of drugs
from the warehouse, and the upbeat
ending distance it from Burgess's
unflinching treatment of young
people surviving on the fringes.
Sometimes the motivation of the
characters is difficult to credit, as is
the central premise of a secret
hideaway. I wasn't convinced by the
chain of events that brought Amy to
the warehouse. But it's a strong story
that surprises the reader. It is a
fourth character, Canner, who
emerges as the most significant
figure. His name derives from his
ability to get hold of anything,
mainly by stealing, and his daring,
resourcefulness and sense of justice
and community are at the centre of
the book. This is a book that poses
difficult moral questions in dramatic
forms that young people will readily
recognise.
It carries a warning that it's
'unsuitable for younger readers'. This
is an orange lozenge that looks like
the 'hazardous substances' warning
you see on spray cans and tankers.
This should go down well with some
readers, although the violence
(several incidents) and the sex (one
loving encounter) are not going to
disturb anyone who watches
Eastenders.
The book also boasts several
recommendations from other
authors who, presumably, have been
sent pre-publication copies and
have been persuaded by the
publisher to add their endorsement.
This practice is catching on, and
strikes me as having the same weight

as actors' reassurance of each other
at the post-performance party: a
literary equivalent of 'You were
simply wonderful darling!' Or do the
publishers want us to assume that
new books that don't come with
these puffs have no virtues? CB

Faerie Wars

*****Herbie Brennan, Bloomsbury,
384pp, 0 7475 5944 9, £12.99
In a short space of time Henry
discovered (i) that his parents were
on the point of splitting up because
of his mother's lesbian affair, (ii) his
80-year-old friend, Mr Fogarty, was
once an armed bank robber and (iii)
Crown Prince Pyrgus of the Fairie
world had retreated through a portal
into this world, in response to a Light
versus Dark conflict that raged in his
own land.
This is a lengthy, exciting novel that
glitters with a jigsaw of bizarre
characters and situations. It gallops
along with wit and suspense and it
thrills with imaginative magic and
invention. Yet it is grounded in
situations, Science and the language
of the 21st century.
There's a strong hint of a sequel at
the end, which I for one will warmly
welcome. Recommended for older
fantasy lovers looking for the thrill of
the new, this is a book of which
much will be heard! I'm slightly
worried the title will deter some
potential readers. DB

Starseeker

*****Tim Bowler, Oxford, 336pp,
0 19 271924 6, £10.99 hbk
'I'm 14 years old and I'm in trouble
with just about everybody right now.'
This is Luke Stanton, still grieving his
father's death, unable to accept that
his mother is entering a new
relationship, experiencing the first
traumas of adolescent sexuality and,
worst of all, under regular assault
from a gang of vicious bullies, led by
the thuggish Skin. Luke has inherited
his father's musical talent and his
supersensitive response to sound,
qualities which initially and
paradoxically would seem to be
leading him towards self-
destruction. But Bowler's story
gradually takes the boy into a series
of encounters, particularly one with
a little blind girl, where these same
qualities will eventually become the
agent of his salvation. This is an
extremely ambitious novel,

incorporating many themes of
philosophical and metaphysical
concern, abstractions which enrich
what is already a powerful and
wonderfully engrossing narrative.
Highly recommended. RD

XY: A Toolkit for Life
NON-FICTION *
MattWhyman, ill. Kerb,
Hodder 'Bite', 160pp,
0 340 85257 7, £5.99 pbk
Matt Wliyman could be the kind of
guy to 'make a man of you', as
Mariella Frostrup promises on the
cover of this guide to young men's
health. But I doubt it.
Matt, agony uncle for Bliss and AOL
(the Internet provider), comes across
as a street-wise straight talker who
wants to offer 'clear and balanced
info about issues central to your life,
and leaves the smart moves up to
you'. The advice is sensible enough,
yet there's not a lot of it for a book
that covers everything from your
voice breaking to 'coming out' as gay.
It's all delivered in a tone that seems
to get in the way of the message as
much as it gets it across. While Matt
is encouraging young men to be
more open about their anxieties
about health and relationships, he
does it with terse Johnny Vaughan
like captioned instructions to 'deal
with it', 'accept the situation' and
'express yourself. The laddish style -
even the use of toolkit in the title is a
nudge and a wink - sits
uncomfortably with the content.
It's worrying that there is little
evidence that any care has been
taken over the book. The cartoon
illustrations are a humourless
gesture. The highlighted 'real-life'
problem quotes are a worn-out
device, unlikely to convince anyone.
More worrying is the impression that
no one has been too concerned
about achieving a balance between
necessary health advice and causing
alarm where there needn't be any.
Perhaps, in view of testicular cancer,
it is necessary for young men to
examine their balls regularly.
However, the list of excruciating (and
hopefully unusual) conditions
gruesomely described in the chapter
on looking after your private parts
('tackle it'!) is accompanied by no
hard information about how likely
anyone is to suffer from them. There
are a lot of better, more responsible
books available. CB

PICTURE BOOKS,
ANTHOLOGIES AND
INFORMATION
BOOKS RELEVANT TO
OLDER READERS:
Who's Afraid of the Big Bad
Book? (see p21)
The Nightingale that
Shrieked and other tales (see
p21)

Why the Fish Laughed and
other tales (see p21)
The War (see p21)

Mythological Monsters of
Ancient Greece (see p22)

Guide to the Human Body: A
photographic journey
through the human body
(see p23)
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CLASSICS IN SHORT No. 37
Brian Alderson

t'/icit £//&• turkey and hcLggis
; l&f's try s

Now, class,
All together; see if we can do it better
than yesterday:
Slowly, silently, now the moon
Walks the night in her silver shoon ...

Oh, gawd, miss
not again - can't we do the one about
the red-faced farmer? And what's with
'shoon'? What's 'shoon'? - He keeps
going on about 'em: farmers putting on
'each his shoon', fairies dancing in
'acorn shoon', and a horse with
'galloping shoon'. I suppose that's what
happens when you're stuck for a rhyme;
you won't catch 'em doing it in poems
with attitude.

So - is Peacock Pie down in the bottom of
the freezer,

never to be disinterred? Poor old de la
Mare received his coup de grace long
years ago when Alan Tucker impugned
him for his Georgian whimsy in the very
first number of Signal (January, 1970) -
an article which was harbinger of the
intelligence and authority which that
journal has sustained to the end. For -
'alas, alack' as the fish said in the frying-
pan - the arrival of number 100 later
this year will see the end of that
irreplaceable enterprise.

Tucker's animus
against de la Mare's oeuvre, its fatal lack
of energy, is not easy to rebut.
(Incidentally, why did his telling
arguments about 'poetry for children',
here and in Signal 12, gain no reference
in Morag Styles's From the Garden to
the Street - where also Peacock Pie
does not figure as an independent
volume?) But Messrs Faber, who took
the collection over from its first
publisher, Constable, in 1941, have kept
faith with it, and only a year ago
reissued it in their series of 'Children's
Classics' with the indispensable pen-
drawings by Edward Ardizzone.

Was it, though, intended as a book for
children?

Its first appearance in 1913 is not clear
on the matter. Sub-titled, as it
continued to be, 'a book of rhymes', and
with an epigraph from Isaac Watts: 'He
told me his dreams' (which was
abandoned in 1941) it does not really
commit itself, and its dress was severe.
There were no illustrations, no blurb on
the dust-jacket - only two puffs for
previous books by the poet. The 82
poems were divided into eight
'chapters' roughly according to subject
(eg. Beasts) or form (eg. Songs), but
their gist was enigmatic. Many rhymes
owed much in structure to nursery
rhymes - which de la Mare loved; many
belonged to a tradition of Victorian

PEACOCK PIE
A Book OF RHYMES

Walter de la Mare

pastorale; and between these were
quirky essays in reflective mystery
which were echt de la Mare.

Thus the presentation continued
until 1916 when the balance shifted at
the arrival of a square octave edition
with a colour frontispiece and line-
drawings on almost every page-
opening by none other than W Heath
Robinson. Peacock Pie was thereby
declared a children's book and,
although a posh edition appeared in
1924 with colour plates by Lovat Fraser
and ten poems added to the canon, all
subsequent editions, illustrated
seriatim by Jocelyn Crowe, F R Emett,
Edward Ardizzone and Louise Brierley,
have clearly assumed that the child
reader, or listener, is the intended
audience.

all

The fussing over this matter
by some critics and anthologists often
centres upon individual oddities (Miss
T's digestive system), or vapidities
(some dreadful verses in the 'Fairies'
section), or antique verbal contrivances
('dree', 'glamourie', those 'shoon'). But
to do that is to read Peacock Pie as so
many bits and pieces collected up from
magazines - as indeed it was - rather
than as a poem-sequence whose sum is
greater than its parts.

As such
it stands alongside Songs of Innocence
and Sing-Song and A Child's Garden as
a work which deserves to be lived with
whole and which - whole - has its own
peculiar plangency. From the pale
horse, pale rider standing at each end
of the sequence the book constitutes an
exploration of human quiddity and of
the submerged, inexplicable awareness
of loss to which human kind is subject.
'Where's the bloody horse?' quotes Alan
Tucker, but de la Mare is not in the
business of such specifics - the bloody
horse materialises from whatever
interpretations readers may find for
themselves in the verses.

The sense of the numinous
which lies behind the book owes much
to its rhetoric. Even Alan Tucker
acknowledges the poet's technical
command and this is exploited in all its
virtuosity - not just rhythmic structures
but also subtle sound-patterns - to
create correspondences with the
narratives, the descriptions, the
questionings that are the book's
substance. With the removal of the
'chapters' the integrity of the work was
enhanced - especially with the unifying
atmosphere imparted by Ardizzone's
drawings. Cut through the copy where
you will - that fish in the frying-pan,
Farmer Turvey among the mermaids,
the gargantuan thief at Robin's Castle,
the old king and the sparrow ...
everything is of a piece and sounds
almost like a song-cycle: Kummellieder
perhaps - the songs of Old King
Caraway - with a new/old epigraph: et
mentern mortalis tangunt.

Brian Alderson has compiled an account
of the publishing and illustration of
Peacock Pie for his study of the graphic
work of Ardizzone which the British
Library will publish later this year.
The illustrations, by Edward Ardizzone, are
taken from the Faber 'Children's Classics'
edition (0 571 20751 0, £4.99 pbk).

Brian Alderson is founder of the Children's
Books History Society and children's book
consultant for The Times.


