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'Once in a while a hook comes along that takes over your head
and your heart. David Almond's The fin-Eaten is such a book,'
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Cannibals
Cynthia D Grant,
0 330 42043 7, £9.99

Tiffany Spratt has it all:
beauty, a flourishing
modelling career, the
enviable role of Head
Cheerleader and a
gorgeous new boyfriend,
Campbell. In fact, the
only thing left to achieve
is world fame. So when a
Hollywood movie goes
into production at her
school, it's obvious that
the starring role has
Tiffany's name on it. How
else will she ever be able
to inspire teens the world
over? But when the teen
horror flick runs into
unforeseen difficulties
and Campbell reveals a truly gutting secret, Tiffany realises she
might have bitten off more than she can chew. It seems she is
going to have to really think about her life - and you can imagine
how hard that is!

This is a funny, biting satire on teenage life with a fabulous heroine
at the helm. Beware, it's a girl eat boy world out there!

'A comedy with bite' Publishers Weekly

'A hoot... this one will be wildly popular' School Library Journal

Published 1 August 2003

CYNTHIA D.GRANT

Finding
Cassie
Crazy
Jaclyn Moriarty,
0 330 42071 2, £9.99

At Ashbury High, some
of the teachers'
schemes are just as
crazy as the students'.
Take the Year 10 'Joy of
the Envelope' Pen-Pal
Project for example.
Best friends Cassie, Em
and Lydia are forced to
write letters to three
unknown boys at
downtown Brookfield
High. Everyone knows
the students there are
all psychopaths, drug-
dealers and tattooed
bunny-killers, not exactly what the girls are looking for in a guy.
The hilarious exchange of letters between the schools leads to
an all-out girls versus boys war - with a few secret meetings and
surprise snogging thrown in for good measure!

This is the brilliant sequel to Jaclyn Moriarty's bestselling debut
novel, Feeling Sorry for Celia. Told entirely in the form of letters,
emails and diary entries, this bittersweet novel tackles all the
confusions of teenage life.

Published 5 September 2003

« •

PICADOR
The
Opposite of
Chocolate
Julie Bertagna,
0330 41345 7, £9.99

It's a long, hot summer in
Scotland, a summer just
like any other for 14-
year-old Sapphire. Until
she discovers she is
pregnant, a discovery
that catapults her into
the eye of a storm as her
body, her future, her
whole life, become a
battleground for every-
one's needs and
opinions but her own.
Under pressure and with
conflicting advice from all
quarters, Sapphire has
to make a decision. Meanwhile, out in the humid, urban night, a
mysterious firebug is running wild, dramatically working out his
own fear and confusion. As time begins to run out, and the fires
continue to blaze, Sapphire must find a way to take control of her
life - and make the most agonizing and lonely of choices.

Thought-provoking and darkly beautiful, this is the new novel
from the author of Exodus, which was short-listed for the
Whitbread Children's Book of the Year.

Published 3 October 2003

silent snow, secret snow

Silent Snow,
Secret Snow
Adele Geras,
0330 41500 X, £4.99

Three generations of the
Golden family have
congregated for
Christmas in their large
family home. Laurie has
invited an old school-
friend Carlo, and hopes
to find a chance to tell
him his deepest feelings.
Unfortunately Carlo is
more interested in
spending time with
Laurie's beautiful sister
Marianne. Meanwhile,
their cousin Ellie is
worried about her
miserable mother and
the fact that her father is absent. As the snow falls softly outside,
the air crackles with tension in the house as a lifetime of secrets
are slowly revealed. Cut off from the outside world, the family
struggles to cope with a series of shock revelations that will
change their lives forever in this atmospheric tale of betrayals and
desire from the award-winning author of Troy.

'Beautifully crafted, utterly compelling and perfect for a long, dark
winter night' TES

'An engrossing read' Sunday Telegraph

Published 3 October 2003
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EDITORIAL

Why is it so difficult to write about
the pictures in picture books? Or,
indeed, about any kind of

illustration? There are those (mostly
illustrators) who do it very well, as witness
Lauren Child in this issue's 'Windows into
Illustration' or Joanna Carey writing about
the proposed Quentin Blake Gallery of
Illustration. There are also art educators
like Martin Salisbury, Course Director for
the MA Children's Book Illustration at
APU, Cambridge, who discussed the
Greenaway shortlist titles in our last issue,
not to speak of those BfK reviewers who
have a special interest in picture book art.
But most of us who write about children's
books have been trained as words people,
not visual people and it shows - the usual
picture book review comprises a
discussion of the story with a very brief
word, if any, about the artwork.
The result is that illustration is simply not
criticised enough. Few reviewers have an
understanding of the illustrative
techniques or indeed the processes
whereby an illustrated book is created.
There is often no appreciation of the
challenges involved in some kinds of
illustration and as a result, the prizes can
go to cosy and undemanding books.

Rosemary Stones

Alternatively, some artists' work can be
dismissed as 'simple' when nothing could
be further from the truth. Charlotte
Voake, whose Ginger Finds a Home is my
Editor's Choice (see p.21), is a case in
point. The front cover hand drawn
typography with its quivering tension
heralds the delights that are to be found
within the book. Her story is beautifully
paced and the line and wash artwork
achieves a gradual scene setting within
which the little girl and the cat are slowly
drawn closer. Tension and expectation
build in a masterly way until the
crescendo when the little cat flees in
terror. Voake's style is freely drawn and
unmistakeable; she has a wonderful
sense of the page which she uses boldly
and clearly to tell her story in a way in

which artwork and text interact
perfectly. Far from simple!
Our 'Windows into Illustration'
series continues to provide a
fascinating forum in which
illustrators are generous in
providing an entree into their
visual worlds. Quentin Blake's
laureateship also promoted
visual education in its broadest
sense and he continues to
amaze us with innovative
projects. Perhaps one of the
initiatives that a Quentin Blake
Gallery of Illustration could
provide would be writing
workshops for reviewers and
others keen to develop their
skills and understanding.

y is for yacht

Alphabet: A Child's First ABC is awarded five stars and reviewed on
page 20.
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Illustration on Show
There is a rich tradition of illustration in this country, but although - or maybe
even because — it's one of the most accessible, ubiquitous art forms, it often gets
taken for granted and, consequently, undervalued. The proposed Quentin Blake
Gallery of Illustration promises to be just what we've all been waiting for — a non-
commercial gallery entirely devoted to the art of illustration that will offer a new
perspective on the subject, stimulate interest and, hopefully, provide a vital forum
for critical discussion. In the States, The Eric Carle Museum of Picture Book Art
has set a precedent. Joanna Carey explains.

B
esides being one of our finest
illustrators, Quentin Blake,
the former head of illustration
at the Royal College of Art, has

already curated a number of hugely
successful exhibitions featuring a wide
range of illustrators and his gallery will
offer a continuous programme of
exhibitions celebrating and exploring
the art of illustration from every angle.
News of the proposed Quentin Blake
Gallery has been enthusiastically
received by the Centre for the Children's
Book which is nearing completion in
Newcastle: they are already looking
forward to finding opportunities for
collaboration. Blake has been involved
with the CCB since its inception. Tm
proud to be a patron of the CCB, and to
be able to give it my practical support,' he
says. 'Clearly there will be large areas of
overlap between CCB and the QB

Gallery, but we won't be in competition,
because there are significant differences
in what we're trying to do. Essentially
the CCB exists to develop its archive of
British manuscripts and original
illustrations, and to promote the
children's book in ways that are largely
child directed. The QB Gallery is entirely
about illustration, contemporary, but
also historical and international.
Children's book illustration will be an
important element in it, but the
exhibitions will not be designed
exclusively for children. I'm keen to look
at children's book illustration as part of a
broader view of illustration. It was
something I was pleased to have the
opportunity of talking about as
Children's Laureate. There's a value in
seeing it in a historical context, because
the roots of children's book illustration
aren't solely in earlier children's books,

but in illustration in general.'

More than exhibition
space
Plans for the gallery have been drawn
up in fine detail. There will be generous
exhibition space, showing work by
established illustrators, new young
illustrators, illustrators from other
countries and illustrators from the past;
a comprehensive education programme
is being developed — centred on the
collections, it will include guided tours,
lectures and workshops for all ages.
There will be a library, with books
relating to the illustrations on show, and
there will be exhibitions of rarely seen
works from the great museums — the
V&A and the British Museum have
already promised their co-operation.
And, central to the whole project, Blake
has pledged to donate his entire archive
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of over 4,000 of his own original
artworks (valued by Christies at over £2
million) to the gallery.

So: the big question is whereabouts in
London is it to be? 'A number of
extremely interesting sites have been, or
are, under discussion,' says Blake, 'the
most significant being Somerset House.
Tantalizingly, though, everything now
waits on a feasibility study for the South
Wing, and that won't be completed until
the end of this year.' Plans continue in
the meantime: fund raising is under way
and the first QB Gallery travelling
exhibition (about travelling) is currently
being prepared under the title In All
Directions.

The Eric Carle
Museum of Picture
Book Art
Meanwhile in America, the Eric Carle
Museum of Picture Book Art, in Amherst
MA, is showing the impact a gallery of
this sort can have - this very beautiful,
purpose built, airy museum was
officially opened last November and has
astonished and delighted its founders by
having received more than twice as
many visitors (from all over the world)
as they had ever dared to expect.

Eric Carle (the creator of The Very
Hungry Caterpillar) and his wife
Bobbie were inspired to start the
museum following a trip to Japan.
'There were 20 such museums there,'
says Bobbie Carle, 'and none in the US -
we thought a museum of picture book
art would be a perfect way to celebrate
the fact that picture books not only offer
that first vital encounter with art, but

Eric Carle.

also foster valuable connections with
verbal and visual literacy.'

So far they have mounted eight
exhibitions of major picture book artists.
There are three spacious galleries, one
of them devoted to Carle's work — he has
donated all his original artwork to the
museum. The director, art historian
Nick Clark, aims to make the museum
accessible at all levels of understanding,
and to banish the anxiety many people
feel on entering a gallery. There are no
labels telling you how to look, or what to
think, but there are questions that ask
about your own reactions to the pictures.

'Children's observ-ations are as relevant
as adults',' says Clark. The pictures are
all hung at a child friendly height, and,
at the opening night of the Maurice
Sendak exhibition Sendak, not a tall
man, remarked that it was a Sendak -
friendly height too. He was delighted by
the fact that amongst his own
illustrations there were works by a
range of artists who have influenced him
over the years and it was both unusual
and enlightening to see etchings,
engravings and watercolours by
Albrecht Durer, William Blake, Samuel
Palmer and Winslow Homer alongside
illustrations for Where the Wild
Things Are, Higglety Pigglety Pop!,
and Mr Rabbit and the Lovely
Present. It was equally illuminating to
see how Carle's collages chime with
works by Matisse and Leger.

Now that the museum is up and
running, Carle has been able to step
back and concentrate on his books. 'The
museum has taken on a life of its own,'
he says. 'It's being enjoyed by so many
different types of people — school parties,
young parents, students, artists and
academics. And there are so many
different areas of the museum - each
has something important to offer — there
are the galleries, where you look and
contemplate, the studio/workshop which
offers hands on activity, the library
where you can read and relax, the
auditorium for lectures - and puppet
shows — and the cafe... There's such a
wide variety of participation I believe
almost every visitor will leave here
enriched in one way or another - even
the very youngest' and he describes with
amusement a little girl he saw beetling
around from one picture to another,
clapping her hands for each one. 'When
she reached the Very Hungry caterpillar
she stopped, spread her arms and said
"Oh! My friend"!' •

The Eric Carle Museum of Picture
Book Art is in Amherst MA
(www.picturebookart.org ).
Currently the museum is showing
the work of Leo Lionni.

Enquiries about the Quentin Blake
Gallery of Illustration:
claudia.zeff@jbcp.co.uk

The Centre for the Children's Book,
18 Quay Level, St Peter's Marina,
Newcastle
(info@childrensbook.org.uk).

Joanna Carey is a writer and
illustrator.

Quentin Blake illustration for The Twits by Roald Dahl, 1980.
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Windows into Illustration:
Lauren Child
Lauren Child's funny, unruly picture books with their dramatically
zany illustration have transformed expectations about the kind of
artwork that young readers enjoy. Here she explains the techniques
and thinking behind one of her best loved picture books, Clarice
Bean, That's Me.

W henever I start illustrating a new
book, I always tiy to think how I
can make it different from the last.

I tiy to think of new ways of laying out the
page, perhaps making the text more
dominant, more a part of the illustration or
by using different materials as part of the
illustration. It's as much about keeping me
excited about my work as keeping the
reader interested.
I want the reader to be surprised as they
turn the pages - so I will generally put a
fairly conventional interior scene next to
quite an abstract more graphic page. Or
perhaps a very detailed page using a lot of
collage next to a page which is done using
just gouache and pencil.
In this illustration from Clarice Bean,

That's Me, Clarice is talking about a series
of events which lead to her getting into
some very 'big trouble'. Clarice's younger
brother Minal is playing football on her
bed, Clarice gets cross, chucks his duvet
out of the window, it lands on next door's
dog, so dad gets in a row with the
neighbours. Minal starts smirking because
Clarice is in trouble, so Clarice tips a bowl
of spaghetti hoops on his head.
This was one of those difficult pages -
there were so many good things to
illustrate, but if I had picked only one then
the reader would lose the whole build up
to Clarice finally losing her temper. If I had
done little vignettes of each event the page
would have lost its punch and not really
have fitted in with the style of the book.

So I go indoors to do handstands quiet!;
on my side of the room.

Then Minal starts playing football
on my bed. He snys he docs it
"occidentaHy".
1 say,

M<>re like
°n P»rP"s''-

I get cross. So I
"accidentally"
chuck his duvet
out o( the window.
It lands on next
door's dog and
Dad gets in a row

Dad says,
Kifhl now you arc
HOI tin- flavour <>f

, ,young lad)
Minal is grinning
like a pleased twit
so I tip a bowl of
spaghetti hoops

on his head.

* ;. ; . i hould In lo t
\nd she's right.

mghl . . * !": •'- 1 . . ' : • ,nd have put
rhubarb ^ruinbi: da - . hi: In >usi

I didn't need to show Clarice's bedroom
again as it appears at the beginning of the
book and, we get to see the garden on the
previous page, so instead I decided to have
an aerial view of a huge bowl of spaghetti,
placed right in the middle of the picture.
The background is a plain blue because the
orange of the spaghetti looks really zingy
next to it. Each character involved in the
scene, is then placed around the bowl,
linked by a strand of spaghetti. The reader,
can then animate the scene in their own
head - the text is telling you what occurred
and the characters expressions are telling
you how they are feeling about each other.
The page has a bigger impact this way and
I like the look of it as a design.
The following page is very stark. The
words 'BIG TROUBLE' are written really
big like one of those 'WARNING' - 'KEEP
OFF THE GRASS' or 'ABSOLUTELY NO
TALKING' notices which always make me
feel like I am in trouble even though I
haven't been on the grass, or opened my
mouth. Clarice is in monochrome because
I think this is how I often felt when I was
in trouble as a child - as if all the colour
had been drained out of me. The
background I painted in a kind of vivid
poisonous-looking green, reflecting
Clarice's unrepentant state of mind. It's a
very simple black and white sketch and
was my first attempt - usually I draw things
over and over until they are right - it takes
me a lot longer than most people imagine
but this was one of those pictures which
just came out right, first go. •

Clarice Bean, That's Me is published

by Orchard Books (1 84121 583 X, ±4.99
pbk). Lauren Child won the 2001 Kate
Greenaway Medal with I Will Not Ever
Never Eat a Tomato (Orchard,

1 84121 602 X, £.4.99 pbk).
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Authorgraph No. 142

David Almond
interviewed by Peter Hollindale

•hen the books began to take off, it's amazing
how many people came up to me and said,
"Haven't you moved to London yet?" I said,

"Well, no, actually I'm moving into Northumberland.'"
A year ago David Almond moved with his family to their
present house, down a quiet lane in an attractive village
just a stone's throw from Hadrian's Wall. It is an old house,
but his lofty study is modern and neat, with windows
looking out across a peaceful and well-tended farming
landscape. Just a few miles to the east is the city of
Newcastle and the greater sprawl of industrial Tyneside
down river to the coast. This is Almond country, the
background of all his books. Nowadays he takes pride in
being a regional writer, but is only too aware that until his
great breakthrough with Skellig it was a handicap when he
was seeking publishers. 'One of the things that worked
against me until these books was that I stayed in the north
and wrote about it. There is still a cultural blindness about
regional writing. Now it's a great privilege to say I live in
and write about the North-East. It's also an undiscovered
country, excluded from mainstream culture.'
Tyneside has been revolutionised in recent years.
Newcastle is a buzzing, active city, busy with demolition
and redevelopment, famous for its showpieces like the
Baltic Centre and the new Tyne bridge. Almond's stories
repeatedly evoke the ghosts of the past as modern life
takes over. On the first page of Skellig Michael compares
the derelict garage at his new house to the warehouses that
are being pulled down at the quayside. These same ruined
warehouses are the mysterious setting for Heaven Eyes,
while the opposite riverbank is resplendent with new cycle
ways and running tracks, restaurants and clubs. In Kit's
Wilderness the abandoned pits, haunted by the ghosts of
long-dead mining children, and perilously revisited by
John and Kit, have become a visitor attraction by the end.
In Secret Heart the chance of regeneration comes from the
meeting of two old and dying communities, a down-at-
heel town and a travelling circus. And in Almond's new
book, The Fire-Eaters, the world of the sea-coalers is
celebrated in its final days.
It was a similar reverence for the past and consciousness
of change that led Almond to commemorate his own
family in the stories now collected in Counting Stars. A
second collection will follow in due course. After thinking
so long that family life was ordinary and mundane,
looking back it seems quite exotic. I'd just turned forty
when I began to write these stories. It was a coming home.'
Born in 1951, Almond grew up in a large Catholic family on
south Tyneside. Although marked by loss and
bereavement - a sister died in infancy, and his father in
early middle age - it was a childhood rich in love and

close-knit family loyalties. The stories in Counting Stars
are directly autobiographical, with real family names and
places, and Almond sought the permission of his brother
and sisters before publishing them. The family liked them,
and after years of writing short stories, then an
unpublished adult novel, Almond found as they appeared
in magazines that they were attracting attention beyond
anything he had written previously. 'Writing about
insignificant events in an insignificant family in an
insignificant town, I suddenly began to get the biggest
audience I'd ever had, and to be taken seriously - and that
led to Skellig.'
If home was happy, school was not. The title-story in
Counting Stars records his emerging defiance of the
Catholic teaching at his primary school, and the story 'Jack
Law' savages the pious brutalities of religious education in
an earlier age. But for Almond life at his Roman Catholic
grammar school was especially unhappy, and the memory
drives his angry portrayal of sanctioned schoolroom cruelty
in The Fire-Eaters. 'I hated secondary school and they
hated me as well. They were glad to see the back of me.'
I point out that not all schools receive a bad press in his
stories. Both Michael in Skellig and Kit in Kit's Wilderness
are sensitively treated by their teachers and encouraged to
work creatively. But these schools reflect Almond's adult
experience as a teacher himself. His university entry
delayed for a year by a Head's bad report, he went on to
study English and American literature at the University of
East Anglia, and then to teacher training at Newcastle
Polytechnic. Like many others, he found teaching practice
something of a shock. 'After lying on sofas for three years at
university reading Dostoyevsky, suddenly to have to work
so hard!' Even so, with only two short spells of time out in
East Anglia - a year in an idealistic commune in North
Norfolk, followed by another in a Suffolk farmhouse - his
adult life was spent teaching in the North-East until in his
mid-forties the huge international success of Skellig and
his later books allowed him to become a full-time writer.
One might expect that Almond's memories of growing
intellectual doubts and educational conflicts would have
alienated him from the Catholic traditions in which he
grew up, but his early loyalties and affinities remain. 'Of
course there were things that were dark and terrible about
the Catholic tradition, but also there was so much to
celebrate. I work on the exact line between denying and
welcoming it, rejecting and celebrating it. And of course it
has wonderful imagery and objects and rituals which are
gifts for a writer.'
Something of Almond's originality as a children's novelist
lies here, in his acceptance of modern scientific thought
but his refusal to let it place a boundary round existence
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and exclude alternative kinds of truth. In Skellig Mina tells
Michael that evolution is 'a proven fact', but two pages
later she also tells him it is 'a proven fact' that shoulder
blades are 'where your wings were, and where they'll grow
again'. The supernatural weaves in and out of the stories 'at
the corner of the eye', like the skinny mining boys in shorts
and boots whom Kit repeatedly glimpses in Kit's
Wilderness.
'One reason why I write for children is that they are
actually interested in these questions. Children have a very
natural and great religious impulse, a questioning
impulse, a sense of wonder. So it's a great area to be
working in, when they're learning science, which provides
such wonderful explanations of the world, but their
wonder goes beyond these explanations and they say, "But
there are other things, aren't there?'"
Despite the supernatural elements, therefore, Almond
does not accept the label 'fantasy' for his stories. 'I think
they're very realistic. It's just that the kids in them seem to
be almost heroic in the way they go to the edge, and even
what's beyond the fringes of the world, and take
themselves to the limit.' Perhaps the modish term 'magic
realism' is closer to what they are, though their tone and
atmosphere remain unique. Things do not have to be
fantastic in order to be magical in Almond's world. In Kit's
Wilderness, a fossil ammonite is just as magical an
emissary from the past as are the ghosts, and the haunted
darkness of the pit is no more subtly mysterious than the
beautiful wave-like onset and recession of snowy winter
that marks the stages of the story.
All the stories have their roots in Almond's past, and are
often traceable to incidents in Counting Stars. Even so,
there is a certain writerly magic in the arrival of Skellig.
After writing the stories later collected in Counting Stars,
Almond was 'literally walking down the street' when the
initial situation came into his head. He started to write, and
was halfway down the first page when it came to him there
this was a children's story. All he knew at first was that
Michael would find something in the garage. 'In the first
two chapters Michael keeps going in, because I had to keep
going in myself to find out what he'd found.' When it
unexpectedly proved to be an angel, this required some
adjustment of orthodox angel nature, since the creature
had already acquired a diet of flies and beetles. So the book
grew. 'It almost wrote itself.'
And eventually it generated Mina - clever, observant,
guiding Mina - to be Michael's friend and ally. 'She was
really useful. She gives the book a kind of sternness and
austerity.' And also, one might add, she forms with Michael
a relationship which is the childhood prelude to love.
In this they are precursors of a whole series of relationships
which give Almond's books another special and distinctive
truth. All his leading characters, if we leave aside Michael's
frail baby sister, are only children. This seems strange in a
writer with Almond's large family background, and appears
to surprise him. But in practice they are not only children
for long. A deep and crucial friendship between boy and
girl is central to every book: Kit and Allie in Kit's
Wilderness, Erin and lanuary in Heaven Eyes, Joe and
Corinna in Secret Heart, Bobby and Ailsa in The Fire-
Eaters. They are friends, allies, almost brother and sister by
mutual adoption (like Joe and Corinna, who perceive
themselves as twins), and the older ones, like Bobby and
Ailsa, are on the very edge of sexual love.
'Michael without Mina wouldn't have been a character,'
says Almond about Skellig, 'so it's like a completeness: the
boy needs the girl in order to function properly.' And this is
true of them all. 'The sensation of writing about these

relationships is that when they come together it is as if
they've suddenly become a new character who is then the
heart of the story.' Also truthfully and sensitively drawn in
Almond's stories is another key relationship which is much
evaded and misunderstood in children's fiction: the
childhood blend of friendship and half-recognised love
between boy and boy.
Almond country is not just a regional landscape but a
magical imagined place, like nowhere else. He is now
much interested in picture books, prompted by his young
daughter Freya, but otherwise he does not mount a
professional watch on the children's book world. 'I don't
try to keep up with current children's books, though I do
read them. I follow my own track.' It is a track down which
thousands of readers, children and adults both, are happy
to follow him. •

Peter Hollindale, formerly at the University of York, is now a
freelance writer and teacher.

The Books
(published by Hodder Children's Books)
Counting Stars, 0 340 78479 2, £10.00 hbk, 0 340 78480 6, £5.99 pbk
The Fire-Eaters, 0 340 77382 0, £10.99 hbk, 1 84032 681 6, £9.99
audio tape
Heaven Eyes, 0 340 76481 3, £10.00 hbk, 0 340 74368 9, £5.99 pbk,
1 84032 288 8, £7.99 audio tape
Kit's Wilderness, 0 340 77885 7, £10.00 hbk, 0 340 72716 0, £5.99
pbk, 1 84032 280 2, £7.99 audio tape
Secret Heart, 0 340 76482 1, £10.00 hbk, 0 340 74369 7, £5.99 pbk,
1 84032 565 8, £7.99 audio tape
Skellig, 0 340 76483 X, £10.00 hbk, 0 340 71600 2, £5.99 pbk,
1 84032 629 8, £8.99 unabridged audio tape, 1 84032 682 4, £14.99 CDs

Wild Girl Wild Boy: A Play, 0 340 85431 6, £5.99 pbk
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Readers
Until recently stories were mostly confined to print so not being able to
read meant that some children were excluded from story. The twofold
process of reading which involves decoding print and then making
sense of the unravelling of a story can be difficult even for fairly skilled
readers. After all, even if you have learnt how to do the first part of the
process, there is no instant guarantee that you'll be able to manage the
second. Can audio books help? Julia Eccleshare explores.

O nce upon a time... that so familiar
beginning of a story was eagerly
listened to by an assembled audience.
The story and its teller held sway,

entertaining people of all ages with carefully
constructed narratives. Acts of nobility or
treachery, loyalty or high treason were
available to everyone who could join the
audience to hear them.
One of the greatest skills of a good storyteller
lies in the ability to shape the over-arching
architecture of a story. And it is this sense of
a big narrative picture that makes many
children's books work so well in adaptation
to film, television or stage. Philip Pullman's
assertion that 'children's books are the home
of the story', though said in part as a jibe
against the arid nature of much adult 'literary'
fiction, holds true and nowhere more so than
in his own stories. The recent BBC audio
dramatisation of the three volumes of His
Dark Materials, though not for purists as it
has been both cut and adapted and in this
version depends on the addition of a narrator,
gives the listener an easy way into a great
stoiy. Pullman's control of many storylines,
characters and places is exemplary but, when
drawn out through three long volumes of
print, is beyond many young readers. The
beauty of the BBC's dramatisation is that the
shape of the story and its power can still hold
listeners spellbound.

Just 'hearing' a story
The same effect may be achieved by
dramatising unabridged stories. Even for good
readers, it is sometimes easier to gain an
understanding of the whole drama by
listening to a story than by reading it.
Somehow when you hear it, a stoiy unfolds
like a relief map while when you read it, it is
only possible to see the struts that hold it in
place. For good readers books on tape are a
luxury, for struggling readers, they can be a
lifeline. The often repeated wisdom is that
children are helped to become readers by

seeing others read - which doesn't help
dyslexics and those with other definable
reading difficulties. However, the importance
of just 'hearing' a story as a step on the way
has only relatively recently been appreciated.
Books on tape -were initially used as a reading
aid, not a reading replacement. Many
publishers such as Ladybird produced books
on tape that 'read' the stoiy while the child
followed the text in the book. There was even
a helpful 'bleep' when it was time to turn the
page. It seemed like the perfect answer for
those with reading difficulties and for some
years dyslexics were set to work with such
book and tape packs. But there were
drawbacks. Patience Thomson is the former
head of Fairlie House School, a specialist
school for children with dyslexia and the
founder of the publishing company
Barrington Stoke which produces books for
such children and she thus has a lifetime's
experience in the field. She explains:
'Following the words of a book on tape and
listening to it is confusing. For those who find
reading difficult and for dyslexics in particular
you should foster one skill at a time. If you
are listening to a tape, you are developing
that skill. The point about listening to a book
on tape is that you can broaden the literary
vocabulary so that the listener can predict and
confirm words like "sombre" "which rarely
occur in speech but do in print.'

'Not being able to read'
'Not being able to read' is now recognised
and counted and eveiy available strategy is
used to turn non-readers into readers.
(However it is labelled, there now seem to be
over 50 different categories into which non-
readers fall which means that no one
approach can help them all.) After the
straightjacket of the National Literacy Strategy
and the return to the boredom of 'barking at
text' there remains the fact that a great many
children do not learn to read by conventional
school teaching, home encouragement or any

other method. As an unsourced expert writes:
'Literacy is not a single skill; like driving a car,
it is a series of little skills, built up into one
big skill. For the dyslexic pupil, the
acquisition of the big skill has not happened,
and he needs to acquire each of the sub-skills
in order to build up literacy.'
There is a plethora of scientific approaches,
diagnoses, teaching methods and many
varying outcomes in cracking the problem.
And this is not surprising when you look at
explanations like the following web site
information about the technicalities of
acquiring language, the essential
underpinning for the subsequent acquisition
of reading. 'The "words in our language are
constructed from various sequences of its 44
distinct sounds (phonemes). The information
in a word is coded into the sequence of its
phonemes and not into the phonemes
themselves. Dog and god contain the same
sounds but since the sequences differ, so do
the meanings. It's a marvellously efficient
system that allows us to construct an infinite
number of words out of a small number of
phonemes within a relatively small brain
space.'
It is a marvellous system: the problem is that
it doesn't always work by reading print. What
does seem to be true is that:

'When it remains within speech, most
children can acquire a vocabulary that is
enough to help them to use words in such
a way that they can put sentences together
so that they can have interesting
conversations or tell stories. And all of that
is done by hearing. The problem is that for
many children who can master the 44
phonemes which make up speech,
mastering the 26 letters of the alphabet and
associating them correctly with the right
phonemes becomes a nightmare. And this
is where learning to read becomes so hard.'

But learning to read remains critically
important as the links between illiteracy and
subsequent social problems shows. The
Centre for Reading and Language at the
University of York claims 'Children with a
history of pre-school language impairment
have reading difficulties in adolescence and
as school leavers, a relatively high proportion
have psycho-social difficulties including
conduct disorder.'

Listening and making tapes
It was with a group of such illiterate young
offenders that Patience Thomson first started
to use audio tapes in the 1980s. At the time,
books on tape were most commonly seen
even by the dyslexic experts as a way of
'helping your child to grow up literate, in the
sense that he will know about and enjoy
literature, even if for a time his literacy skills
are not well-developed.' (Beve Hornsby:
Overcoming Dyslexia, Martin Dunitz, 1984)
rather than as an alternative background to
learning to read. Thomson quickly discovered
that the young offenders with whom she was
working not only enjoyed listening to tapes
but also loved making their own. They loved
recording themselves, especially reading
poetiy, and then listening to what it sounded
like. It's an excellent way of spotting mistakes
which makes it easier to correct something
when you read it again.'
Alas, Thomson's work with young offenders
was not used much in standard classrooms.
Samantha Fletcher, now in her twenties, was
a non-diagnosed dyslexic at school although
she always suffered from not being able to
read. She now works for the audio book
charity, Listening Books, and is passionate
about getting as many books as possible to
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the children who join the library since, as she
says, 'Books on tape weren't around for me as
a child. I only got into audio books as
textbooks at university and then I got into
leisure reading including some of the
children's books which I had started at school
but never finished. I'd always wondered what
happened at the end.'
But suddenly all that's changed and books on
tape are not only good publishing business,
they are also seen as an important adjunct to
dyslexic learning. Listening Books has been in
the forefront of giving children who find
reading difficult access to a "wealth of stories
through its extensive library. Their service is
based on the now well-founded research
which shows that 'people who visualise what
they are reading are able to comprehend and
remember more effectively than those "who
do not visualise. Children who listen to rather
than read books are released from the labour
of decoding language, and this frees them to
visualise more effectively.' (Listening Books,
Using audio books to help children with
special educational needs).

Experiencing literature
independently
The many members of Listening Books
endorse the impact that books on tape can
have. Independence is one of them. 'Tapes
allows Alex to experience literature
independently, he doesn't have to rely on
someone else to read for him,' says his
mother Chris Ingram. For Helen Forrest, the
mother of dyslexic twins Gregory and
Sebastian, it is the language that the books on
tape provide that is so important: 'Vocabulary
and use of language are gleaned partly but
very importantly from literature and poetry. If
they can't read the books themselves they

have to get their input some other way.'
In special education needs departments in
schools there is certainly an increasing
awareness of the need to provide 'multi-
sensory learning' as a Westminster SENCO
terms it. 'We now know that we need to
provide as many ways as possible for children
to become confident readers. Listening to
stories on tapes is definitely one of them.'
This multi-sensory approach has been
common practice in the teaching of modern
foreign languages for some time and listening
to stories in English "without following the
print is beginning to become so.
At Barrington Stoke, too, Thomson has
moved into publishing books on tape,
recording stories by some favourite authors
including Teny Deaiy and Jeremy Strong.
'Listening is the most important life skill but it
is the least taught. Tapes are the perfect way
of encouraging listening which aids
concentration. We've moved through the idea
of books and tapes together and are now
publishing the tapes for use alone.' So far,
Barrington Stoke have produced four books
on tape; 'Each story lasts about half an hour,
an ideal length for children with a poor
concentration span. The exciting plot and
colourful characters invite wide-ranging
discussions. The descriptive elements in the
story enable the child to visualise events as
they occur, fostering memory skills as
children develop a pictorial record in their
minds.'
While Thomson would never give up on the
importance of learning to read print and the
need for as many strategies as possible to do
so, she endorses the benefits the Listening
Books members feel. 'Key points that come
from listening to stories include: broadening
literary vocabulary which can help with

comprehension and prediction, learning to
distinguish between different expressions for
the different moods of the characters and the
ability of professional readers to emphasize
important "words which is a great help in
comprehension.'
The good news for all is that while books on
tape can have a special place in the process of
learning to read, they can also allow for the
sheer pleasure of hearing a good stoiy any
time and any place - and especially on long,
boring car journeys - and, as such, are a
growing business. We may have moved a long
way from the oral storytelling and the smoky
halls where Beowulf and the rest were first
heard but readers and non-readers alike even
in the high tech twenty-first century remain
enthralled by the sound of good story. •

Julia Eccieshare is the Children's Books
Editor of /^Guardian.

Tapes published by Barrington Stoke, £8.50 each
+ VAT:
Stories by Terry Deary (The Hat Trick and
Ghost for Sale), 184299 090 X
Stories by Jeremy Strong (Problems with
a Python and Living with Vampires),
1 84299 093 4
Stories by Anthony Masters (Tod in Biker
City and Bicycle Blues) 1 84299 092 6
Stories by Mary Hoffman (Virtual Friend
and Virtual Friends Again), 1 84299 091 8
The BBC dramatisation of the His Dark
Materials trilogy by Philip Pullman is available
on six audio cassettes (0 563 52927 X, £32.99)
or on six CDs (0 563 52928 8, £36).

Hal is now 2 years and 7 months and his
vocabulary is increasingly expanding and
becoming more accurate. His father,
Roger Mills, explains.
A few nights ago Hal picked out The Story of Babar for his book
before bedtime. I opened it at the inside cover which is decorated with
two symmetrical images of elephants (naked unlike the
anthropomorphised creature Babar becomes) in a sort of elephantine
conga that winds down the page. Hal pointed to one of them and said
'elphant'. 'Yes, Elephant,' I said. He picked up the slight correction and
tried again. 'Elephant.'
Oddly enough there was something a little bit sad for me about this
exchange. Sad, because Hal used to have a different word for elephant.
He used to call them 'endut' (en as in Enron, dut rhyming with put).
Where this coinage came from I have no idea, but for a good year that
has been his word, and it is only in the last few months that the correct
word has taken the place of the invented one. Other wonderful quirks
of Hal's infant lexicon have gone too. 'Dits' his word for biscuit has
similarly had to make way. I'm forgetting the old words now, and it
took me a good 30 seconds before dits came back. I'm tempted to note
them down somewhere before they disappear for ever.
There is no doubt that being read to has played a huge part in Hal's
expanding and increasingly accurate vocabulary. I have mentioned
before that, from what I can see, Hal does not appear to really engage
with the emotional narrative of stories. Babar's tale, for example, has a
potentially heartbreaking passage near the beginning when Babar's
mother is shot by a cruel hunter. My wife likes to skate quickly over
this bit, fearing that it will be too upsetting for Hal. I tend to go a bit
slower, but I have never detected a trace of distress in Hal. In fact he
only seems to get scared when watching videos, where it seems that

the sounds and moving images pack a
greater punch for him.
What Hal, who is now two and seven
months, seems to like most in books is
pointing to things and identifying them.
Using words to label things is perhaps the
greatest pleasure he gets from his books
at this stage. Another Babar title, Babar's
ABC, features a firefighting team in
action. 'He's climging ladder,' Hal will say
pointing to the fire-elephant going to the
rescue. Simple actions that Hal can
identify with - falling over, climbing a
ladder - seem to excite him and he loves
to spot them in pictures in books and call
them out. Naming objects pictured in
books is his other great delight. 'Fox',
'frog', 'flute' and 'fish' are other images on the F page and Hal knows
them all. Quite often these days Hal surprises me by coming up with a
'word I had no idea he knew.
Identifying and labelling is a huge fun for Hal. He learns by repetition.
Sometimes he'll say a new word over and over, playing with its sound,
getting familiar with it. With repetition comes accuracy, and it is as if
Hal himself is eager to draw a line under the endut era and move on
to better and better communication. Perhaps this is inevitable. The
inability to express yourself clearly must contribute significantly to the
frustrations of the terrible twos. Not only are you having to come to
terms 'with the limits of your power. But even in areas where your
parents might be happy to comply with your wishes, you can't get them
to because you can't tell them what you want clearly enough. The drive
towards words probably has multiple sources, a love of recognising,
identifying and labelling being part of it, with frustration being another
powerful incentive. Books aren't the only way to learn words of course.
But to those lucky enough to have them as part of their lives they must
seem like a fantastic 'way of getting hold of more of those magical
things - words.

Roger Mills is a Psychodynamic Counsellor.
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'Art is a lie that tells the truth'

We seem fascinated
currently, by what goes
on inside the heads of
people who are afflicted
with the various
disorders on the
autistic spectrum.
We read articles in the
newspapers ̂  mothers
with autistic children.
We speculate whether
these disorders are on
the increase in our
society or if they are
simply better
diagnosed. We wonder
what 'causes' them -
is autism the result of
brain damage, or even a
terrible by-product of
the MMR jab? Secretly
and rather guiltily we
might wonder if bad
mothers 'cause' autism
in their children. Now
two groundbreaking
books - one the
autobiography of a boy
with Asperger
Syndrome and the
other a children's novel
whose hero has autism
- have been published.
What insights do they
provide? Meg
Errington explores.

It is difficult to hear or to read descriptions
of what it feels like to 'be autistic' since
autistic children appear to live in a world of

their own and often do not speak or relate to
anyone. That is why Luke Jackson's Freaks,
Geeks and Asperger Syndrome: A User Guide
to Adolescence is so unusual and so remarkable.
Luke suffers from Asperger Syndrome, a
disorder described as being on the higher
functioning end of the autistic spectrum. He
wrote his book when he was 13 years old as an
attempt to offer us some insight into what it is
like to suffer from something he describes as 'a
communication disorder1. Luke does not attempt
to offer any explanations or causes, but with
remarkable fluency he documents what it is like
to be him and what his life is like. Mark Haddon
approaches his novel, The Curious Incident of
the Dog in the Night-Time, in a similar way.
Without offering explanations or trying to find
causes for autistic disorders, he writes and sees
through the eyes of Christopher a 15-year-old
boy suffering from what we assume is a higher
functioning kind of autism. Reading these two
books together it is striking to see how similar
they are. Mark Haddon clearly understands the
nature of the concerns and dilemmas explained
by Luke Jackson and he explores them with
great sensitivity in his novel. Both books struggle
with the paradox of how those with
'communication disorders' find language to
communicate this disorder

Htuals and habits
Luke has three brothers and three sisters and
his two younger brothers suffer from Attention
Deficit Disorder and Autism respectively. He
describes his extended family as being 'immune
sensitive'. His mother is acutely sensitive to
certain smells and sounds so she cannot bear
the cinema. His aunt suffers from chronic
asthma, hay fever and a multitude of allergy
problems. All the children in the Jackson family
suffer from these immune and allergy problems
in varying degrees and Luke points out that this
is a phenomenon of autistic families. In order to
survive, the family has worked hard at
desensitising themselves and building up
immunity to experiences the rest of us take for
granted but which the family finds hard to bean
such as the sound of school bells or the smell of
paint or the texture of sand. Luke gives details
of useful websites and organisations at the back
of his book which might help others in a similar
situation,

Luke describes the strategies he has devised to
protect himself from being overwhelmed.These
take the form of ritualistic behaviour and the
kinds of compulsions which we have come to
associate with autism, Luke carried pencils
around with him for years, he could not be
without them and they helped him to feel safe.
He explains that the need for order and
structure and rituals and habits protects

sufferers from overwhelming anxiety. Now to
calm himself Luke gazes at lamps. He is
particularly fond of lava lamps as the
movements soothe him. In common with many
Asperger sufferers, he loves his computer which
seems to offer security and protection.

Protection from terror
and anxiety
It might be difficult for us to understand the
quality of terror and anxiety from which Luke
works so hard to protect himself. As a
psychotherapist, I am in the habit of looking for

causes and psychoanalysis can offer many
theories which explain and account for his
baffling disorder. However, reading about Luke's
fascination with lava lamps reminded me of the
work of the psychoanalyst Esther Bick*. She was
an early pioneer in child development who
wrote about the importance that skin contact
has in early development in helping babies to
overcome primitive life and death terrors. She
observed many babies in interaction with their
mothers. Babies who were not being held by
their mothers or who were particularly
frightened would focus on sensory stimuli like
lights or the sound of the washing machine to
soothe them. Bick describes such children as
growing up intensely conservative and terrified
of change. They would develop modes of
compulsive behaviour which she described as a
'second skin formation', Luke's gazing at lava
lamps and his need for soothing rituals seem
something like an attempt at constructing a
thicker skin to protect himself from the
moments when life becomes an overwhelming
influx of stimuli and sensation.
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AUTI5M IN LITERATURE

The autistic savant
Christopher; Haddon's fictional character in The
Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time,
is also prone to experiences of sensory
overload and seemingly irrational terrors - he
cannot bear to be touched, not even by his
parents, and will allow them only to touch the
palm of his hands. Christopher seems fiercely
protective of his skin boundary. New teachers
at his special school terrify him. However
Christopher is going to take his maths A-level at
the age of 15 and will probably get an A. He

INCID
OF THE

ENT

M A R K H A D D O N

understands prime numbers, has a
photographic memory and he can understand
and demonstrate The Monty Hall problem - a
maths problem which has defeated many of the
world's mathematical experts. His favourite
author is Conan Doyle. He likes mystery stories
because they are like puzzles which he can
figure out. And he is writing a novel - a mystery
story about who killed Wellington the dog next
door

The autistic savant fascinates us. In the film The
Rain Man the actor Dustin Hoffman plays the
part of an autistic man who is a mathematical
genius and who, like Christopher; possesses a
precocious mathematical and philosophical
intelligence which is completely at odds with his
helplessness when it comes to feelings and
relationships - something Luke Jackson also
conveys to us. People with Asperger seem
defined by the experience of feeling like Doctor
Spock, the character from Star Trek who was
bewildered by emotion and emotional people
and who approached the world in a literal and
rational way. Here is Christopher on love:

'Father said, "Christopher you do
understand that I love you?"

And I said "Yes," because loving someone is
helping them when they get into trouble
and looking after them and telling them the
truth and father looks after me when I get
into trouble like coming to the police
station, and he looks after me by cooking
meals for me, and he always tells me the
truth which means he loves me,'

We sense that Christopher cannot feel love
even if he can define it. And that like Luke, he
seems to experience not feelings but things less
defined, sensations, which are more primitive
and diffuse states of terror and safety like those
we imagine Esther Bick's babies were
experiencing.

A fragile sense of
selfhood
Christopher's first person narrative disguises his
problems with communication and fragile
selfhood just as his mathematical and
philosophical precocity disguises his very
primitive terrors and functions as a kind of
second skin. He survives by mimicking ordinary
interactions.'! did chatting,' he says when he talks
to a neighbour, jokes he cannot 'do' or
understand easily.

It is not that Christopher sees through the
sentimentality and hypocrisy of ordinary human
interaction; it is more that he lacks what the
psychoanalyst Winnicott would have called 'the
necessary illusion' which helps us to relate to
others and to survive.Through his 'Martian' eyes
we are forced to see the world in a different
way and to re-examine taken for granted truths
- not least that language is always an adequate
medium to convey reality. At one point in the
novel Christopher tells us that his name is a
metaphor His mother has explained to him that
it was the name given to St Christopher
because he carried Jesus Christ across a river:

'...but I don't want my name to mean a
story about being kind and helpful. I want
my name to mean me.'

This fragile sense of selfhood and what seems
like a permanent fear of imminent annihilation -
like the newborn's sense of the fragility of life
itself - seem central to those who suffer from
these autistic syndromes,

On the surface The Curious Incident of the Dog
in the Night-Time is a simple story. It turns out
to be Christopher's long-suffering father who
has killed Wellington, out of frustration because
his wife has gone off with the man next door
Christopher finds out the truth when he
discovers letters his mother has been writing to
him and he sets out to find her The journey,
from Swindon to London, is truly epic since he
has never travelled anywhere on his own before
and through his eyes we remember the terror

of the new and strange and the courage we all
need to face change and to grow. Christopher
looks death in the face,

lope for the future
For the writer, hope lies in communication
through language and the power of the creative
imagination which help us to know what it is like
to be inside someone else's skin. In becoming a
writer Christopher becomes hopeful about his
future,

'I will get a first class honours degree and I
will become a scientist. And I know I can do
this because I went to London and because
I solved the mystery of who killed
Wellington and I found my mother and I
was brave and I wrote a book and that
means I can do anything.'

Luke too gains a similar authority and mastery
via his book.Through his writing he can control
the influx of overwhelming experience. In a
chapter on 'School' and 'Bullying' - which all
teachers should read - he shows how his
teachers seem ignorant of his condition and his
need for clear instructions:

'I have lost count of the number of times I
have been told to copy a title off the
blackboard and then sat patiently waiting to
be told what to do next, whilst everyone
else scribbled frantically.'

He goes on to comment that he would be
pounced on later as 'unfortunate prey'. I was
impressed by the use of metaphor to describe
the violence he experienced in these actions and
his feelings of animal helplessness. Paradoxically
this ability to represent these complex feeling
states through language is what makes us human.
It is interesting to me that Luke subtitles his book
'A User Guide to Adolescence', It is as though he
realises through the act of writing that his
dilemmas are universal to all adolescents, not
just those who suffer from Asperger Syndrome
but all those who struggle with school, with
friendships, with being bullied, and the terrible
pain of feeling different. •

* Esther B/ck, Further considerations of the function of
the skin and early object relations: findings from infant
observation integrated into child and adult analysis,
British Journal of Psychotherapy, Vo/,2, No.4, Summer
(986.

Meg Errington is a psychotherapist in private
practice and a counsellor in a London
comprehensive school.

Freaks, Geeks and Asperger Syndrome, Luki
Jackson, Jessica Kingsley, I 84310098 3, £12
pbk

The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nig
Time, Mark Haddon, David Fickling Books,
0 385 60587 0, £10.99 hbk. See also audio
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PRIZES
NATIONAL

English 4-11 Picturebook Awards
Awarded by The English Association the Key stage 1 winners are
(fiction) Helen Ward's The Cockerel and the Fox (Templar
Publishing) and (non-fiction) Malachy Doyle and Angelo
Rinaldi's Cow (Simon & Schuster). The Key stage 2 winners are
(fiction) Ann Grifalconi and Kate Nelson's The Village That
Vanished (Ragged Bears) and (non-fiction) Gillian Wolfe's Look!
Zoom in on Art (Frances Lincoln).

Red House Children's Book Award
This year's award has been won by Anthony Horowitz's Skeleton
Key (Walker) which also won the older readers category. The
prize for younger children was won by Giles Andreae and Nick
Sharratt's Pants (David Pickling) and the younger readers' award
to Robert Swindells' Blitzed (Doubleday).

REGIONAL
Angus Book Award Winner 2003
Keith Gray has won the Angus Book Award 2003 with his novel
Warehouse (Random House). The other shortlisted books were
Demon Crossing by Louise Cooper (Hodder), Oranges and
Murder by Alison Prince (Oxford), Bloodline by Malcolm Rose
(Scholastic) and Feather Boy by Nicky Singer (Collins). Pupils at
Angus schools vote for the winners.

Lancashire County Library

Lancashire Children's
I ' I 'Book of the Year Award

2003 I
Children's
BOOK OF
THE'

Now in its 17th year, the Lancashire
Children's Book of the Year Award has been
won by Julie Bertagna for her novel Exodus
(Macmillan). The runners-up were Martyn
Pig by Kevin Brooks (Chicken House) and
Firesong by William Nicholson (Egmont). Other shortlisted titles
were Point Blanc by Anthony Horowitz (Walker), Reckless by Sue
Mayfield (Hodder), Raider's Tide by Maggie Prince
(HarperCollins), Mortal Engines by Philip Reeve (Scholastic),
The Crying by Hazel Riley (Oxford), Last Seen Wearing Trainers
by Rosie Rushton (Andersen) and Life on the Line by David
Skipper (Walker). 350 pupils from 12 high schools took part.

Portsmouth Book Award 2003
John Farman's Sequins, Stardom and Chloe's Dad (Piccadilly)
has won the Portsmouth Book Award. Jenny Nimmo's Midnight
for Charlie Bone (Egmont) was runner-up and Narinder Dhami's
Bend It Like Beckham (Hodder) was third. 114 students from ten
city secondary schools took part in the voting.

INTERNATIONAL
Ezra Jack Keats Book Award 2003
The Ezra Jack Keats Book Award has been won by Shirin Yim
Bridges (author) and Sophie Blackall (illustrator) of Ruby's Wish
(Chronicle Books).

PEOPLE
Suzy Jenvey has been appointed Editorial Director of Faber Children's Books.
John Dunne has been appointed Head of County Services for Hampshire
Library and Information Service and Anne Marley has been appointed Head
of Children's, Youth and School Library Service.
Jo Williamson has been appointed Children's Publicity Director at
HarperCollins.

The Beatrix
Potter Society
Tel: 01582 769755
Website: www.beatrixpotter
society.org.uk
E-mail: beatrixpotter
society@tiscali.co.uk
(Registered charity no. 281198)

The Society was founded in
1980 by a group of people
professionally involved in the
curatorship of Beatrix Potter
material as a focus for all those
with a serious interest in all
aspects of Beatrix Potter's life
and work and so it remains
today. It is run by a voluntary
committee, with a part-time
paid Administrator, and is
funded by Members' sub-
scriptions and donations. The
Society exists to promote the
study and appreciation of the
life and works of Beatrix Potter
(1866-1943) who was not only
the author of The Tale of Peter
Rabbit and other classics of

© F Warne & Co

children's literature, but also a
landscape and natural history
artist, diarist, farmer and
conservationist. The Society
upholds and protects the
integrity of the inimitable and
unique work of Beatrix Potter,
her aims and bequests. The
Society holds regular talks and
meetings in London and
elsewhere and international
study conferences. One of the
most important activities is the
reading of the Little Books by
Society Members to children in
libraries and schools. Started in
1998 in the UK, as an initiative
during The National Year of
Reading, and in 2001 in the
USA, the scheme grows steadily
year by year.

EVENTS
Family Learning Weekend
The Campaign for Learning, a national charity working to
promote learning for everyone, is organising a Family Learning
Weekend from 10-12 October, to encourage more families to
have fun learning together. For further information including
details of local venues, contact 0117 966 7755, e-mail: bhirst
@cflearning.org.uk, website: www.farnilylearningweekend.com

Camden Council Black History Month
An exhibition of Images from Contemporary Children's
Literature featuring books published by Frances Lincoln and
Tamarind Books will be shown from 1 October - 1 November at
Swiss Cottage Central Library Gallery, London. For further
information, contact Paul Collett on 020 7974 1597.

Reading is Magic!
Reading is Magic! is the thirteenth Dorset Teaching Reading
Conference, a well-established regional event promoting
children's literature. The conference will be held at Bovington
Middle School, near Wareham, on Saturday, 8 November, and is
intended for teachers, literacy governors, teaching assistants,
volunteer reading helpers, librarians and other enthusiasts.
Speakers include Beverley Naidoo, Tim Bowler, Nick Sharratt, Sue
Heap, Jonathan Douglas and Gervase Phinn. Further details from
Philip Browne, The Dorset School Effectiveness Centre,
Bovington Middle School, Bovington, Wareham, Dorset BH20
GNU (tel: 01929 405060, e-mail: p.browne@dorsetcc.gov.uk).

The Children's Bookshow
The Children's Bookshow brings an award-winning cast of
children's writers, poets and illustrators to festivals and schools
throughout England this autumn. Posy Simmonds, Michael
Rosen, Kevin Crossley-Holland and Quentin Blake are amongst
those taking part in the tour organized by Sian Williams in
collaboration with the Centre for Literacy in Primary Education
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(CLPE) and Booktrust. The Children's Bookshow begins during
Children's Book Week which runs from 6-12 October. For further
information contact Sallie Robins, srPR, 020 7249 4858, 07733
330344, sr@srPR.net

• Obituary •

Dan Grisewood
24.10.34-28.6.03

Sue Unstead writes...
Innovative publisher of a new generation of children's reference
books - all who knew Dan will remember his terrific sense of fun, his
energy and irreverence. Towering above his contemporaries at over
6ft Sin, he set a new benchmark in illustrated non-fiction, replacing
grey chunks of text with high-quality colour artwork and integrated
text - all familiar today, but startlingly fresh and original in the early
70s. Gaining valuable experience as publisher at Macdonald, in 1973
he set up his own packaging company Grisewood & Dempsey with
generous funding from IPC. After a prolonged battle with Maxwell,
who would not relinquish his 49% share, Dan refused to be beaten
and eventually gained his independence. The company flourished
with its new imprint Kingfisher, and when it was acquired by the
French giant Groupe de la Cite, Dan became chief executive of
Larousse. His gift for selling and extensive knowledge of printing
earned him international partners who ensured that ambitious
projects could be funded by a world market. His charismatic
personality and enthusiasm also attracted a talented and loyal staff,
one of whom, lane Olliver, became his Editorial Director and later his
wife. They made a great team. Dan's departure seems like the passing
of an era and he is missed by many friends around the globe.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
Bill's New Frock
Dear Editor
Margaret Meek says of my Bill's
New Frock that, because Bill is so
relieved to find himself a boy
again at the end of a hard day,
'Girls still have to read the story
"against themselves".' But a far
more common response is the
one I intended: that, as it
becomes clear how very
inappropriate so much of the day
is for Bill, the reader's inescapable
conclusion is that the various
irritations he suffers (no pockets
in his frock, assumptions of
Rapunzel-style passivity, emo-
tions downgraded from real
anger to merely 'upset', etc) are
equally inappropriate for girls
themselves, and should therefore
be complained of loudly by the
victims and looked at again by
society.
Anne Fine, Gray Lane, Barnard
Castle, Co Durham DL12 8PD

Fools Errand
Dear Editor
I am a 15-year-old who was
reading your magazine the other
day in the school library and I

thought I would email you, as I
cannot afford a stamp and
anyway, when I begin to write
letters my mind goes blank and
my hands sweaty... The reason I
felt that I really had to write is that
in issue 140, I was reading the
book review section in which kids
write reviews for books they have
read. The title that caught my eye
was Fools Errand by Robin Hobb.
Robin Hobb is a writer I keep close
to my heart. I think she isfabulousl
So I was quite put out when the
reviewer describes the book as
'funny'. Sure, you have funny
instances and jokes, but overall,
they were not designed to have a
person in stitches, rolling over the
floor. Rather, it is supposed to be a
quite deep story, about prejudice,
human values and moral
dilemmas; not frivolous, like the
reviewer made it sound. Fools
Errand may not have been as
good as Robin Hobb's other books,
but it is still emotion-invoking and
of interest to the reader. It's also for
people who enjoy both LotR and
HR not for people who are bored
with them.
Aisha Ahmed,
streetfighter_x@hotmail.com

•/o/n READATHON the
it encourages reading for fun
it excites children, indeed whole schools, about
books and reading
it really works as a literacy initiative
pupils read more books
aH the money collected by your school goes to
charities who support sick children in your area

sponsored read in schooH oo/

Readathorr
Send for your FREE starrer pack NOW!

087024011 24
reading@readathon.org

www.readathon.org
Hele Mi!!, Marhamchurch, Bude EX230JA
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A uudA 9Sd , ,
Eoin Golfer on an
unforgettable classic...
I wish I had written Holes by Louis
Sachar. This is one of those books that
is genuinely difficult to get out of your
head once you start reading it. I was
given this book by a publisher's rep
accompanied by the oft heard
statement, 'You have to read this!' I
hear this a dozen times a day, and
generally I am disappointed, and

/:, ; ^*^V nnd out that I do not indeed have to
^ IP read the said book. But in this case,

believe the hype. Once I started
Holes, I was hard pressed to
concentrate on anything else. The
story is incredible, the characters

are outlandish but totally credible and the book is filled with
the kind of quirky humour that I wish I could capture. The

concept is so simple that it is
ingenious - bad boys in a bad
boys camp, digging holes for
their punishment. Except the
boys aren't bad, the wardens are
bad. And why are they digging
holes exactly? Could the
wardens be looking for
something? And just when you
are beginning to relax into the
story, Sachar throws in some
Wild West shenanigans to keep
you on your toes. I wish I had
written Holes, and one day fifty
years in the future, maybe I will.
If I thought for a second that
Sachar's version wouldn't
become an unforgettable
classic. Which it will. Ah well.

Holes by Louis Sachar is published by Bloomsbury (0 7475 4459 X, £5.99
pbk, 0 7475 6365 9, £3.99 pbk film tie-in edition).

Eoin Golfer's latest book, Artemis Fowl: The Eternity Code (0 670 91352 9,
£12.99 hbk) is published by Puffin.

Chosen by pupils from
Lode Heath School, Solihull GOOD READS Thanks to Margaret Hemming,

Librarian

Pure Dead Wicked
(sequel to Pure Dead
Magic)
Debi Gliori, Corgi, 0 552 54847
2, £4.99 pbk
The story is set in StregaSchloss and
the Auchenlochtermutchy Arms,
Scotland.
The Strega-Borgia family have had to
move out of their castle while the
roof is being fixed. But Hugh Plyum-
Haight, roof contractor, has other
ideas, and with his animal skin-
loving wife-to-be, he ruins it for his
own use. But he reckons without the
Strega-Borgia's four pets - or rather
beasts, one of which becomes home
to about 400 short-lived clones of the
Strega-Borgia children.
The main characters are the
members of the Strega-Borgia
family, and I also liked the four
beasts: Knot, a Yeti; Ffup, a teenage
dragon; Sab, a gryphon; and Tock, a
crocodile.
I thought it was absolutely brilliant!
It made me laugh a lot and I really
enjoyed reading it. It was just as good
as the first book and I would
definitely recommend it.

Sarah Peters, Year 8, age 12

Planet Janet
Dyan Sheldon, Walker,
0 7445 9042 6, £3.99 pbk
Lost your mobile? Lost your
boyfriend? Lost the will to live?
Welcome to Planet Janet.
Janet is 16, loves chips, music and
hanging out. She hates Maths,
Catrina Hendly (school bully) and
her PE teacher. An anti-Barbie,
average teenager? Think again. Janet
hates her family, they are so self-
centred and trivial. What can Janet
and Disha, her best friend, do to
escape the horrors of everyday life?

Left to right: Sarah Peters, Claire Flaherty, Daniel Williams and Ben Millane.
Unfortunately, no photograph of Emily Thatcher was available.

Enter the dark phase! Wear black and
purple, read poetry and listen to jazz.
In this amazing diary-style book you
can enter her life; see how she feels
about her family, her school, her
whole life. You can share her
experiences such as extra
homework, meeting her boyfriend to
be, trying new things like yoga and
being a vegetarian - she's normal.
It is a very, very good book! Visit
Planet Janet - you won't want to
come back.

Claire Flaherty, Year 8, age 13

Harry Potter and the
Order of the Phoenix
J K Rowling, Bloomsbury,
0747551006, £16.99 hbk
Is it a bird? Is it a plane? No, it's the
new Harry Potter book, possibly the
most eagerly anticipated book yet;
and was it worth the wait? In my
honest opinion, yes it was. You all
know the drill - Harry goes back to
school, Harry fights a bad guy - but
wait, the characters are really
developing. Harry is full of anger - a
typical teenager, and much, much
more is at stake than the school this
time.
Without giving too much away,
Harry uses magic outside of school

and as this is the second time he has
done that, he is to be expelled from
Hogwarts. This sets up a chain of
events which culminates in a fitting
end for my favourite character.
Whereas The Goblet of Fire was all
doom and gloom, The Order of the
Phoenix has a lighter side to it. With
a good plot and great characters I
think this is the best Harry Potter yet.

Daniel Williams, Year 9, age 14

Pawn of Prophecy
David Eddings, Corgi,
0 552 14807 5, £6.99 pbk
Pawn of Prophecy is set in a fantasy
world, made up of many countries.
The story is based mainly in Arendia,
Tolendra and Cherek.
A Gromlin priest named Zedar has
stolen an orb with such power that it
can destroy the world if put into the
wrong hands. The Gromlin who has
stolen it, is trying to get the orb to his
old evil master, the God Kal Torak to
wake him up. However, a group of
skilled individuals come together to
stop him.
The main characters are Garion, the
14-year-old boy who does not
believe in magic; Belgarath (Old
Wolf) an ancient magician; and
Polgara (Pol) Belgarath's daughter
who is a powerful witch. Other

characters include Durnik the Smith
who is my favourite character
because of his courage.
I thoroughly enjoyed this book; it is a
lot better than the Harry Potter
series, and I found that amazing. It
has a well-planned storyline, which
sucks you in. I would recommend
this for older teenagers because of
the storyline and some of the
graphic scenes of gory violence.

Ben Millane, Year 10, age 14

The Thief Lord
Cornelia Funke, The Chicken
House, 1 903434 77 7, £5.99
pbk
The book is set in Venice and the
surrounding islands. The story is
about two brothers, Bo and Prosper,
who run away to Venice to escape
from their aunt who wants to
separate them. Here they are
accepted into a gang of children
living under the protection of the
Thief Lord. They survive quite
comfortably until their aunt sends a
detective after them and the Thief
Lord accepts a risky job from a
Count.
The story includes kidnapping, an
enchanted roundabout and a clumsy
detective called Victor.
My favourite character is Ida
Spavento because she is a child at
heart and helps the children out of
many scrapes, including the time
when they tried to rob her house!
The book was fantastic with an
original story and a whole sequence
of twists and turns. All the characters
are strong, each with their own story
running through the main story. The
beginning was slow and I found the
book hard to get into, but afterwards
the story kept developing, adding
more and more suspense.

Emily Thatcher, Year 11, age 16
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Good ***
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Poor *
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BOYS and GIRLS

FOREVER
'Reflections on

ChiUrens

tft

^Alison Lurie

Boys and Girls
Forever, Reflections on
Children's Classics

***Alison Lurie, Chatto &
Windus, 240pp, 0 7011 7519 2,
£12.99 hbk
Alison Lurie, unlike so many of those
jumping on the suddenly high-
profile bandwagon of children's
books just now, has a long and well-
established interest in the field. All
but one of the essays in Boys and
Girls Forever have been published
before as she has long been writing
thoughtfully about why authors
chose to write for children and has
much that is revealing to say about
it, although her definition as given in
the Foreword is surprisingly
simplistic: 'It often seems that the
most gifted authors of books for
children are not like other writers:
instead, in some essential way, they
are children themselves. There may
be outward signs of this condition:
these people may prefer the
company of girls and boys to that of
adults... They are impulsive, dreamy,
imaginative, unpredictable.'
Fortunately Lurie does not set out to
prove that thesis in the essays and
her curiosity about why children?
leads her into her studying authors'
lives in general and childhoods in
particular and what effects they have
had on their writing, some of the
social conditions that may have
shaped their writing as well as
consideration of different kinds of
writing for children and why it
appeals.
Perhaps inevitably, although overall
Boys and Girls Forever is interesting
to anyone concerned with children's
books, it is also extremely patchy. Its
scope within thirteen brief essays is
wide both globally - including the
Moomintroll and his Friends and a
study of Hans Christian Andersen
and how he relates to his own story
of The Ugly Duckling - and
historically including a quick trawl
through the history of illustrations.
Perhaps it's too wide as one can't
help feeling that Lurie's knowledge of
both children and children's books is
not quite as all-encompassing as she
thinks. This means that some essays,
such as Boys and Girls Come out to
Play: Children's Games which looks
at the work of lona Opie in the UK

and Barry Thome in the US, are
disappointingly descriptive rather
than analytic. She is rightly
impressed by what the Opies
achieved and understands its
importance but doesn't penetrate
much below the surface. Similarly, in
Is Anybody There? her study of
Walter de la Mare she does little
more than tell the story of his life -
lonely, shy, late maturing,
disappointed etc - drawing
extensively on his biography without
going much beyond it.
Where Lurie is first class is on the US
writers whom she obviously knows
better and whose cultural context
she understands far more
completely: L Frank Baum and why
The Wizard of Oz was so ahead of its
time; Dr Seuss and why The Cat in
the Hat and its successors are not
only the brilliant antidote to learning
to read with their witty reinvention
of the 'barking at print' texts but also
offer powerful anti-establishment
messages to the very youngest
children; and briefly why Margaret
Wise Brown's Goodnight Moon with
its messages about nature embodied
in its soothing night-time words has
lasted over half a century. She is at
her most cogent on Little Women,
setting it strongly within the
historical context in which Louisa
May Alcott was writing. She points
out the robust, and liberating side of
the books which reflect Alcott's own
unconventional upbringing as well
as highlighting important physical
facts, such as much later
menstruation, which explain why
the March sisters are as young-
seeming as they are. Such is her
enthusiasm that one immediately
wants to re-read Little Women and
enjoy it for the strengths which have
made it last rather than for the
somewhat namby-pamby soppy
thing it has somehow become in
more recent times, especially in film.
Lurie as a critic and especially as a
synthesiser of criticism is shown to
greatest effect in her essay The Perils
of Harry Potter. Here she covers an
enormous amount of the ground -
now so familiar - about the origins of
the books and the later publishing
history such as the effect on the best-
seller lists. She also gives her own
enthusiastic reading, and adds some
snap-shots of the many different
groups who love it, too, largely
because they see their own small
world within it. Pico Iyer in The New
York Times Book Review related it to
his own experience of Eton where
'we were in an alternative reality
where none of the usual rules
applied', while A O Scott writing in
Slate thinks 'being a wizard is very
like being gay: you grow up in a
hostile world governed by codes and
norms that seem nonsensical to you,
and you discover at a certain age that
there are people like you.' But Lurie
is too objective to leave it at that and
also covers the vociferous objections
to Harry Potter and his world from
the powerful lobby of US Christians
although she makes short work of
their objections.
Always highly readable, thoroughly
scholarly (though it's a shame no one
picked up 'Patrick' Pullman in the
proof and it's surprising that there is
no more than a passing reference to
him) and at times offering new
insights, Boys and Girls Forever is
thoughtful and informative. JE

7 flowed
finery

Borrowed Finery,
a memoir

*****Paula Fox, Flamingo, 320pp,
0007137249, £12.00 hbk
Paula Fox's autobiography is the
larger narrative that overarches her
most memorable novels, the
moving, even searing, stories of
displaced children. Think of How
Many Miles to Babylon?, where ten-
year-old James lives in a single room
with three aunts. His father has
disappeared. The aunts tell him that
his mother is in hospital, but James
believes she is really an African
queen and he must run away to find
her. The reader has to piece together
and make coherent the contents of
James" thoughts and the actualities
of his life, which threaten to
overwhelm him. The clarity of the
writing heightens the readers'
responses to the focused narrator.
Every event is credible, but this is
fiction.
The important part of the story is
about a child who later says of
herself, 'I assumed responsibility for
all that happened in my life, even for
events over which I had not the
slightest control. It was a hopeless
wish that I would discover why my
birth and my existence were so
calamitous for my mother.' Born in a
Manhattan foundling home in 1923,
Paula Fox was left there by her young
parents until she was rescued by her
grandmother. Her 19-year-old
mother is reported as 'panic stricken
and ungovernable in her haste to
have done with me'. When the
grandmother returned to Cuba
shortly afterwards, the child was
passed from person to person until
she was safe in the keeping of a
Congregational minister who also
cared for his invalid mother. This
was the only stable period of Paula's
childhood. It had 'blue American
days full of buoyancy and promise'.
She was loved, well treated, read to
then taught to read. She sat with
Uncle Elwood as he typed his
sermons, and came to understand
that 'a word spoken as meant
contained a mysterious energy that
could awaken thought and feeling in
both speaker and listener'. The
security and adventure of this short
childhood were the source of a
growing sense of self every child
should have.

Visits to or from her parents were
always fraught with tension. The Fox
couple, Elsie and Paul, were
youthful, attractive and irres-
ponsible. In their American milieu of
the Twenties they were 'bohemian'.
Paul, a Hollywood scriptwriter, was a
heavy drinker. On a rare, unexpected
visit to his young daughter, he knew
exactly how to make her feel that his
long absence was her fault. His wife,
Elsie, was glamorous, abusively cruel
and pathologically disturbed. In
their company both Paula and the
reader feel the precariousness of her
circumstances.
These incessant Sittings, by car or
train, became an Odyssey without
any sense of homecoming or
rootedness. Each interlude contri-
buted to Paula's knowledge of the
world and to her increasing sense of
its mutability. To round off her
education she studied art, went, still
young, to the Julliard School of
music in New York and a finishing
school in Montreal, all chosen by her
father. A series of temporary
partners accompanied other studies.
No wonder that, after going from job
to job, Paula made what she called 'a
disastrous marriage', and had,
outside it, a daughter whom she
offered for adoption, changing her
mind about it too late to reverse the
decision. Years later, her daughter
found her.
Where do the novels fit in,
particularly those for young readers?
There is no mention of them, in
creation or existence, but in one
sense they are there from the
beginning, lying underneath the
duplicity of the parents that their
child finds so confusing. This is a
memorable telling of a life developed
in writing as a bulwark against
disappearance, the struggle that
many children resolve, at least partly,
by learning to read. MMe

Reading and Reader
Development: The
Pleasure of Reading

***Judith Elkin, Briony Train and
Debbie Denham, Facet
Publishing, 256pp,
1 85604 467 X, £39.95 hbk
The introductory line about
predictions of reading dying will
inspire those who have paid the
hefty cost of this book (and who,
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presumably know all about that
subtitle) to shout back in good
pantomime fashion, 'Oh no it isn't!'
And of course the authors are
celebrating what they term a
'reading renaissance'. In nine
sections they use extensive
quotations from leading practi-
tioners in the book world to provide
a very up-to-date view of stirring
developments, which include much
public sponsoring of reading and the
public libraries' responses.
There are many success stories here,
especially when you view them
against the book's opening line, and
in particular in the redefining of
reader development which provides
some of the more substantial
sections. The first part of the title
seems just right but the second is too
flatteringly easy, especially for its
presumed audience and not actually

what the book demonstrates
(although eloquent voices such as
Spufford, Manguel and Meek are
enlisted to help). What the book
shows is the seemingly widespread
belief in reading as 'a good thing' and
how its proponents (and
government) are working hard to
make it embracingly inclusive. Much
very good news, including The
National Year of Reading (and its
progeny), Branching Out (and the
inspirational Opening the Book) and
the work of the National Literacy
Trust (and all the groups it oversees).
And Book Groups - praise be to
Oprah, at least for making this
apparently secret activity so exciting
- which could number '50,000 for the
UK and 500,000 for the US'.
It is helpful to have all these
practitioners' views collected and to
see the span of the recent and lively

work. The authors have created a
detailed description of the many
good intentions and an enormous
willingness to get reading right for
all. I feel mean-spirited to be
wanting more.
The book reads like a file-card
exercise, with many all too brief
accounts of activities and projects,
often in the proponents' words and
sometimes as the bullet point list of
intentions. Even in description it is
stronger on some aspects (reader
development, the libraries' role and
public initiatives) than others - I
would notice the education ones -
which suffer from the thin coverage
(learning to read) and rely on highly
partial and confusing individual
views (the National Literacy and Key
Stage 3 Strategies). There are major
issues here, which the methodology
of brief sections and the enlisting of

a 'key person' leaves more opaque
than before. I also wanted to see how
much difference has been made,
how much more inclusive we might
be and what the barriers are to
getting even better? The politics and
financing of reading would, as ever,
have provided a fascinating
addition.
What comes through is the strong
public promotion of the enjoyment
of reading for all which seems so
powerful and so unifying. There is an
ideal here of all having access to the
'reading club' where there are many
roles to play and which includes all
writers, too. Looking up from
reading the book in a train, I saw, on
the window catch, the sign 'Pinch to
open'. The pleasure of reading, yes.

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.

Next Please
PICTURE BOOK *****
Ernst Jandl and Norman
Junge, Red Fox, 36pp,
0 09 943933 6, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 130, September 2001:
'Five broken toys sit in the shadowy
corridor outside a surgery. They
enter one by one, and leave again
restored to happy wholeness. This
splendid picture book reassuringly
guides young readers through what
will be a familiar ordeal for most of
them. At the same time, it is a
counting and subtraction game, and
a rich source of conversation
between children and their fellow
readers.'

Scarface Claw
PICTURE BOOK ****
Lynley Dodd, Puffin, 32pp,
0 14 056886 7, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 138, January 2003:
'Who can resist Scarface Claw, with
his torn ear, his mean expression and
his reputation as "the toughest torn
in town"? 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.'

Who's Afraid of the Big
Bad Book?
PICTURE BOOK *****
Lauren Child, Hodder, 32pp,
0 340 80555 2, £6.99
Reviewed BfK 138, January 2003:
'Here Herb is, back again, pencil and
scissors to the ready, altering the
course of traditional 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. 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.'

Stan and the Sneaky
Snacks
0713661437
Stan and the Major
Makeover
0713661410
Stan and the Crafty
Cats
0 7136 6139 9

Stan and the Golden
Goals
0713661453
FICTION

****Scoular Anderson, A & C Black
'Rockets', 48pp, £4.99 each
Reviewed BfK 138, January 2003:
'These four Stan the Dog books 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.'

Red Riding Hood's
Maths Adventure
PICTURE BOOK

****

picture of cookies to be traced and
used by the readers. Little Red Riding
Hood sets off to visit Granny with her
basket containing 12 cookies. She
meets hungry fairy-tale characters,
and each time the reader is invited to
decide how many cookies to give
away (2,1 or 0) using the wheel in the
book and their own cookies. After
some "play" with the three options
presented on each wheel, I found
that children quickly interact with
confidence. The book presents lots
of scope for paired reading in school
and supported reading at home.'

The Yellow Star: The
Legend of King
Christian X of Denmark
PICTURE BOOK ****
Carmen Agra Deedy, ill. Henri
S0rensen, Cat's Whiskers,
32pp, 1 903012 57 0, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 137, November 2002:
'This is a visually and textually
charming book, which revives the
myth of how King Christian of
Denmark resisted anti-Semitism
under Nazi occupation. According to
the story, which first emerged in
1943, he insisted on being the first to
wear the prescribed yellow star as he
rode amongst his loyal people, and
thus created the solidarity that
caused them all to do the same. The
implication is that this gesture saved
most of the Jews of Denmark. As the
informative appendix admits, it is a
myth, but one that should be seen as
inspiring in a time of threatened
human rights.'

Molly Moon's
Incredible Book of
Hypnotism

hypnotism (learnt about from a
library book) to create a better life for
themselves. So far so rather standard
children's book fare, albeit with
pacey plotting - but where Byng is
more deeply adventurous is in the
final section of the story where Molly
and Rocky become aware for the
need for inner as well as material
transformations.'

The Dark Horse
FICTION

****Marcus Sedgwick, Dolphin,
192pp, 1 85881 884 2, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 137, November 2002:
'Sedgwick's dark tapestry weaves
loyalty and betrayal in a stark,
affecting narrative. The Storn are a
simple people, living close to nature
and dependent on it. When crop
yields are poor and the fishing fails,
suspicion falls on Mouse, the
strange, silent child found in a cave
of wolves. Sigurd takes Mouse as his
sister, encouraging her to use her
powers to aid his people but there is
a bitter act of betrayal which shatters
the Storn on every level. However,
under Sigurd's leadership they find a
new, determined way to survive.'

Boy Overboard
FICTION

****

Lalie Harcourt and Ricki
Wortzman, ill. Capucine
Mazille, Frances Lincoln,
24pp, 07112 1736 X, £5.99
novelty
Reviewed BfK 129, July 2001:
'This subtraction adventure book
works well mathematically. It begins
with an instruction page plus a

FICTION
****Georgia Byng, Macmillan,

336pp, 0 330 39985 3, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 137, November 2002:
'Orphan Molly lives at Hardwick
House orphanage under the far from
benevolent care of Miss Adderstone.
Her only escape from bullying and
deprivation is in daydreams until
Molly and her friend, Rocky, use

Morris Gleitzman, Puffin,
208pp, 0 14 130838 9, £4.99
Reviewed BfK 139, March 2003:
'An Afghan family struggles to escape
the horrors of life in a ravaged
country under a callous regime.
Jamal, who narrates the story, has to
content himself with playing football
with his friend Yusuf, an amputee,
amidst a flotsam of fighting:
abandoned tanks, unexploded
landmines and rocket craters. His
ten-year-old sister Bibi - a spirited
soul and exclaimer of earthy
effusions - refuses to content herself
with staying indoors. When the
secret school their mother runs is
discovered by the authorities, the
family are forced to flee both their
home and their homeland. The end
is not the new beginning the reader
expects. Abandonment beckons -
not asylum.'
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REVIEWS Under 5s Pre-School/Nursery/lnfant
Blue Square
0 439 98298 7

Green Star
0 439 97799 1

Red Triangle
0 439 98299 5

Jane Cabrera, Scholastic,
12pp, £3.99 each board
A chunky board book with holes in is
a nice thing. You want to feel it and
poke your fingers in the holes. The
colours here are fresh and bright,
and the pictures of the little mouse
wearing happy holiday sunglasses or
driving a rickety rolling truck are
enchanting. My quarrel with these
books is the transparent educational
thrust which is not well enough
thought through. The idea is to
familiarise young children with
standard shapes: square, triangle
and star. Each shape is punched
through the pages, except for the
back, which acts as a coloured
backdrop for the hole. The triangle is
equilateral, with its base horizontal
to the page. But we know that
triangles can be isosceles, scalene,
right angled, and in different
orientations. The square is four-
square, but we know that squares
can be oriented any way. Why not
offer a book with images of a range of
triangles so that children can learn
to discern and classify? Why not put
shapes in different orientations?
Why reduce young children's
experiences to a trivial minimum?
There is no story line to link each
page to the next, even though the
mouse is sweet and the alliteration
catchy. There is not enough interest
to make them anyone's favourite. SE

The New Yellow Digger

***Steve Augarde, Ragged Bears,
lOpp, 1 85714 258 6, £8.99
novelty hbk
The back cover blurb invites
'transport-mad toddlers and young
children' to explore the workings of a
New Yellow Digger in this lift-the-
flaps, pull-the-tabs and turn-the-
wheels book. So, you can unload the
digger from the lorry, check out the
controls, the backhoe, the hydraulic
lift and the front bucket. The book is,
wisely, strongly engineered and the
artwork agreeable and
uncomplicated. The essence of pop-
up texts usually involves
concealment, transformation, wit
and surprise, however, and Yellow
Diggers don't much lend themselves
to those qualities. Once even
transport-mad toddlers have gone
through the text lifting the hood, and
so on, how many times will they
return to play with this book?
Especially if they have the chance to
push a working toy digger around
the carpet or down a concrete path.
And which - book or toy - offers the
more inventive fun? GF

Catch! __

****Irish Cooke, ill. Ken Wilson-
Max, Scholastic, 32pp,
0439982146, £11.99 hbk
A warm and delightful story about a

little black girl, Kiona, and her
mother. The two characters play
'catch' throughout the story, a
familiar theme for most children.
Kiona's mum allows her to try to
catch various objects with little
success until the very end. In the
process, however, Kiona learns what
is too big to catch, too small, too
hard and what disappears entirely
when caught. Wilson-Max's strong
and engaging illustrations beauti-
fully complement the text. VW

The Animals Went in
Two by Two

*****Jan Pienkowski, Walker, 20pp,
0 7445 9267 4, £9.99 novelty
hbk
We all know the song: the animals
went in two by two. So what does
Pierikowski add to it? Well, we can
make the ark rock side to side, the
monkey pop out of the crate of
bananas, the pig fly, and the tortoise
swim. And while we're doing that we
can sing the song (the music is on
the back cover) and count the
animals. The counting can be a
challenge, because you have to turn
wheels and open flaps to find the
animals. There are nice little details
to absorb interest: Mrs Noah hangs
on the washing line a pair of
horseshoes, some gloves to fit a
crab's claws, spotty socks for webbed
feet... who could they all belong to?
The eight by eight animals peer into
the water and you can see their
reflections, and you can pair these
up. A rich book, worthy of repeated
readings. SE

Humphrey's Family

Sally Hunter, Puffin, 32pp,
0 670 91380 4, £6.99 hbk
Humphrey and his elephant family
are introduced through a series of
captioned watercolour illustrations;
they go to visit grandparents then go
home 'to the old house at the top of
the hill'.
1 didn't really warm to Humphrey's
family with their knowing
comments, their cosy lifestyle and
their rather un-elephantine shapes -
their heads in particular are clumsily
formed of a circle with trunk stuck
on. Some of Hunter's pictures have
enough substance to convey more
than the mundane but most,
surrounded by white page, do little
to elaborate on the text. Described as

a 'gift-book', this is part of a soft
toy/greeting card/website business,
and I am surprised to see Puffin,
once a hallmark of picture book
quality and style, involved. AG

Fish Go Woof

**Miranda Maxwell-Hyslop,
Hodder, 32pp, 0 340 87338 8,
£10.99 novelty hbk
Fifteen brightly coloured, carica-
tured animals, from bees to tigers,
not to mention the combinations
thrown up by random turning of the
page sections, feature in this three-
way split page, spirally bound book.
The split page format can be fun,
especially when there is the potential
to make silly sentences. Here
however, by restricting the
vocabulary to the animal names, the
single verb 'go' on every middle
section, and an animal noise, the
joke wears thin well before the end of
the book. 'There are just not enough
words to play with,' as one of my
readers pointed out. JB

Leo le Chat comes to
Play!

***Opal Dunn, ill. Cathy Gale,
Frances Lincoln, 24pp,
0 7112 1930 3, £10.99 novelty
hbk
This 'first French story' is designed to
be shared by adult and young child
to make the first steps of learning
French fun. In it we meet Leo
accompanied by his mouse
playmate, and watch as they go
skateboarding. The text takes the
form of a simple narration which
addresses first the reader (in English)
and then Leo (in French with English
translation). Leo's French responses
are given as speech bubble flaps
which, when lifted, reveal the
English translation.
The last three pages consist of a
'follow my leader' game comprising
six action words, and two pages of
vocabulary and pronunciation from
the text and additional words of
objects seen in the bright, cartoon
style, collage illustrations.
My feeling is that young children
best learn languages through
immersion; but for any adult who
has a basic grasp of French and
wants to introduce the written and
spoken form to a young child, this
could be a fun way to do it. JB

** Tom's Tail

***Linda Jennings, ill. Tim
Warnes, Little Tiger Press,
32pp, 1 85430 915 3, £4.99 pbk
Read this book if you have a hang-up
about some part of your anatomy!
Tom Piglet hates his tail, which is as
curly as a rolled-up rubber band.
Admiring the long, plumy, swishy
tails of other farmyard animals, he
decides to straighten his own. He
goes through agonies in the process
until Sam the sheepdog hits on an
idea bordering on genius. For ages
Tom and his stretched out tail lie in
mud until he emerges with a tail set
into a long, thin pencil! But, come
evening and snuggle up time,

everyone gets very impatient with
Tom and his pointy tail. Driven out
to sleep in the yard, he is miserable
once more. Saved from his silliness
by the rain, Tom then decides that
what he really wants is a nose like
horse, instead of his own silly snout!
A delightful, cautionary tale, good to
read aloud. The appealing artwork
supports the text well, with animals
full of character and charm. GB

LPHABET

Alphabet: A Child's
First ABC

*****Alison Jay, Templar, 32pp,
1840114142, £9.99 hbk
A delightful continuation of the
alphabet book tradition, this is a
typically handsome production from
Templar. Jay's mellow, still paintings
are full of little surprises, questions
and clues to absorb the parent and
child. The illustrations are presented
as single and occasionally double-
page panels, with Jay's characteristic
crackle-glaze technique giving the
impression of an ageing painting on
a wooden door-panel or the side of a
battered old trunk. This could be an
irritating visual mannerism, but it
works well in this context to give a
timeless, dreamy effect. Each image
allows the child to identify the
primary creature or object, whilst
also seeking out others whose name
begins with the appointed letter of
the alphabet. Subtle clues can be
found to what's coming up on the
next page, giving an ongoing
narrative thread to the whole. The
artist's colour palette is nicely set off
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by the production of the book, in
terms of typography, choice of paper
weight and surface, and binding. A
lovely book to keep. MS

Quentin Blake

**?* MRS . ̂
ARMITAGE

Queen of the Road

Mrs Armitage: Queen
of the Road

*****Quentin Blake, Cape, 32pp,
0 224 06472 X, £10.99 hbk
Blake has the knack of creating
sturdily independent minded
women, no longer very young and
not afraid to take risks, and Anastasia

Armitage is one of his most
delightful creations. In her latest
adventure, Mrs A drives off wearing a
flowing scarf Talullah Bankhead
style, in a car given to her by Uncle
Cosmo, who has bought a
motorcycle. Some bumps and bangs
later the body of the car is totally
dispensable and is thrown on the
scrapheap as doughty Mrs Armitage
finds she has no need of it, much to
the admiration of Uncle Cosmo and
his biker friends and her faithful dog,
Breakspear.
Like other Blake protagonists
Anastasia Armitage is an adult,
confounding the often expressed
view that children are only interested
in child characters. Of course there is
something essentially childlike
about Mrs Armitage - most adults
are far too cautious and inhibited to
do what she does - but she is
recognizably an adult and even her
'Mrs' status points this up. This
ability to reach the essentials is a
mark of Blake's genius as a creator of
children's books. Here, Mrs
Armitage's stripped down car is
symbolic of Blake's illustrative and
linguistic styles. He reduces things to
the bare bones, but invests these
with enough vitality to ensure they
move and function in an entirely
satisfactory way. In so doing, his
cartoony illustrations point up what
is fundamental to the story and
necessary to give his characters life
and personality and his readers a
whole lot of enj oyment. VC

Editor's
Choice
Ginger Finds a Home

Charlotte Voake, Walker, 40pp,
0 7445 9648 3, £10.99 hbk
Sumptuously produced, this
landscape format picture book
begins with endpapers in a soft
green. We graduate to dusty pink and
then to cream as we reach the title
page and onwards, Voake's scratchily
expressive pen illustrations with
hints of wash well accommodated by
this aesthetic whole. The story is
simple yet rich in symbolism - a
homeless ginger cat is discovered by
a little girl who provides plates of
food and at first keeps a tactful

distance. As trust grows she moves
closer but when she invites Ginger
home he panics and all may be lost -
but the reader may guess that the
bond established is too important to
break. With its large point size text
and dramatic moments, this story
will delight new readers as well as
becoming a bedtime favourite. RS

Dudley Top Dog

***Jo Davies, Scholastic, 32pp,
0 439 98215 4, £10.99 hbk
Unlike the dogs winning medals at
the dog show on TV, Dudley knows
he is not handsome, pretty, tall or
smart. Feeling despondent, he
decides to transform himself into a
dog of which his family will be
proud. We follow his progress in the
pastel illustrations as he uses

hairspray, paints, and high heeled
shoes to better his appearance.
'Handsome, pretty, tall and SMART,'
he thinks. But next morning he gets
into a real pickle, collapsing at his
family's feet. His family squeal with
laughter before telling him he is the
most amazing dog, deserving the
biggest trophy ever. This story is
useful for discussing different
qualities and the fact that who we are
is more important than how we look.

GB

REVIEWS 5-8 Infant/Junior
The Children of Lir
DUAL LANGUAGE ****
Retold by Dawn Casey,
ill. Diana Mayo, Mantra, 32pp,
Irish and English,
1852698187, £7.50 pbk
The Children of Lir is one of the best
known of Irish traditional stories,
although its origins are hazy and
may not be any earlier than the
Middle Ages. Nevertheless, it has
many of the ingredients of grand
drama and is symbolic of the passing
of the old Ireland into the new.
King Lir loved the wife who gave him
his three sons and one daughter, but
when she died he married, Aoife, her
sister, to give the children a mother.
Driven by jealousy, Aoife casts a spell
on the children, turning them into
swans, in which state they must stay
for nine hundred years. In a slight
moment of remorse, Aoife grants the
children the gift of singing sweetly
with their own voices. The swan
children's travails on the cold, storm-
tossed seas where they are
condemned to spend time are
described, as is their father's grief,
alleviated only by the beauty of their
song. Eventually they land at the lake
where they spend their last years in
the company of a hermit, a bringer
of the new faith, until their death
whereupon they are transformed
into four very old people.
This version of The Children of Lir
sticks reasonably well to the
'received' versions and takes no
undue liberties with the story. Both
the English and Irish text is written
to be read aloud, and this is a story
which children are more likely to
enjoy hearing than reading. Mayo's
illustrations are colourful and well-
executed and again follow the style

of earlier versions of the tale. The
Irish text is slightly simpler than the
English, and would be suitable for
learners of the language. VC

Not Again, Red Riding
Hood!
DUAL LANGUAGE ***
Kate Clynes and Louise
Daykin, Hindi translation by
Awdhesh Misra, Mantra, 32pp,
Hindi and English,
1 85269 998 1, £7.50 pbk
An imaginative 'sequel' to the
traditional tale; this time Red Riding
Hood is stalked by the brother of the
original wolf while she wends her
way to her Dad with ten freshly
baked cookies in her basket. En
route she meets familiar characters
from other well-known tales:
Rapunzel, The Three Bears, The Billy
Goats Gruff. Each meeting leaves her
with fewer cookies in her basket, as
the characters are all hungry. Clearly,
a lot of thought has been given to the
illustrative content in this book
because, aside from the counting
and calculations (she had 9 cookies
in her basket and gave 3 away), there
are plenty of opportunities to notice
and comment on particular shapes
and patterns throughout. Stripes,
spirals, dots and squares abound in
the bold illustrations in bright,
strong colours. The triangular
shaped cookies are decorated with
what look like Smarties (a different
number of these for each cookie, of
course); the path Red Riding Hood
takes looks just like her cat's stripey
tail at the beginning of the story.
These sorts of details engage
children's interest over many
retellings. It is a lovely book to read
aloud - I tried it with a Year 3 class

who enjoyed joining in with the
repeating refrain, not least because
of the newly learned word 'ordeal':
'It's good to see you out again, so
soon after your terrible ordeal with
that nasty wolf.' As a dual text, this is
well-produced in clear, well-sized
fonts for Hindi and English.
(Available in 22 dual language
editions, and also as a big book, an
audio CD, and a board game.) UC

Babar's Gallery

***Laurent de Brunhoff, Harry N
Abrams, 48pp, 0 8109 4804 4,
£9.95 hbk
A new Babar book is always an
eagerly awaited treat, and Babar's
Gallery (closed Mondays) takes us
on an informative, lightning tour of
Western painting since the
Renaissance.
The cosy, some would say
anachronistic world of Celesteville
has somehow survived into the 21st
century. Originally created by Jean
de Brunhoff in 1931, Babar has been
perpetuated by Jean's son, Laurent,
since the early death of his father in
1946. Here Babar and Celeste
observe from their hot-air balloon
that the town's grand old station
building is sadly redundant in the
age of the motor car. 'Here's an idea!'
ventures Celeste, All the art we've
collected over the years needs a
home. Why not make the station a
museum?' Babar is thoroughly taken
with the suggestion, and soon the
architects are called in to begin the
process of converting the building
into a suitable home for Babar and
Celeste's collection of da Vincis,
Goyas, Breughels, Cezannes,
Pollocks and Vermeers. What the

BABAR'S
G A L L E R Y

more earnest of the PC police will
make of this particular piece of gritty
urban realism, goodness knows, but
there is much fun and perhaps a
little learning to be had from the
ensuing pages, particularly the
critical observations on the
paintings from Flora, Pom,
Alexander, Zephir and all. The choice
of paintings is generally dictated by
how successfully the leading
characters can be supplanted by
pachyderms. Michelangelo's
'Creation of the First Elephant' is a
particularly pleasing work, and it
transpires that the museum's Artist-
in-Residence is an elephantine
Jackson Pollock. '"Oh, I could do that
myself," boasted Arthur.' MS
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The Romantic Giant

****Kaye Umansky, ill. Doffy Weir,
Barn Owl Books, 32pp,
1 903015 25 1, £4.50 pbk
A delightful and funny love story,
from the author of the Pongwiffy
stories. Waldo, a giant, falls in love
with Princess Clarissa after seeing
her picture in a magazine. His
neighbour, a leopard skin clad, arm-
wrestling giantess called Heavy
Hetty, tries to persuade Waldo that
he and the princess are just not
meant for each other. Waldo has
other ideas. He tries poetry, flowers
and chocolates in a desperate effort
to win the love of the princess but
doesn't even get to meet her. After
serenading her outside the palace
Waldo is told to clear off by the court
officials.
Waldo's infatuation with the princess
is over and he returns to his cave to
invite Heavy Hetty, inevitably, to a
romantic evening of arm-wrestling,
by candlelight. Weir's full-colour
illustrations, a new addition to the
text which was first published in
1994, are truly hilarious. I especially
like the one of Heavy Hetty, in
bulging tracksuit bottoms, leopard
skin top, and sporting bright red
lipstick and nails. The sheep she is
juggling have the most amazing
expressions. Absolutely priceless! AK

The Last Sniffer
0 340 87344 2

Snake-Pit School
0 340 87345 0

***Susan Gates, ill. Martin Aston,
64pp, Hodder, £3.99 each pbk
These two books are part of a mini
series of 'fast and funny fiction for
independent readers'. Not only are
they suitable for independent
readers, but their style and format
make them well suited for shared
reading either with another child or
an adult. Both books help to deal
with common fears that children
have to face. In The Last Sniffer,
Daniel is woken up at night by a
strange sniffing noise in his room -
and in the morning, his baby brother
no longer smells of anything at all. So
Daniel decides to go in pursuit, even
though he gets well scared in the
process. However, it is his baby
brother at stake, so he persists ... In
Snake-Pit School, Mouse is a new
girl who is scared of everything -
especially the snake-pit that an older
girl tells her is behind a blue door.
Mouse overcomes her fear of snakes
by reading about them and then
becoming interested in snakes. The
illustrations by Aston on practically
every page are full of life,
complementing the text well. Gates
tells the stories in a lively way,

knowing how to make a story un-
put-downable; however, although I
would agree that the stories are fast,
I did not find them particularly
funny. Rather they are exciting and
full of life. RL

The Cat Who Got
Carried Away

*****Allan Ahlberg, ill. Katharine
McEwen, Walker, 80pp,
0 7445 9632 7, £9.99 hbk
The third in a series of tales about
the Gaskitt family - Mum, Dad, Gus,
and Gloria (with a third child
obviously on the way), this briskly
paced story is a joy to read from start
to finish. The young reader is invited
to work out the mysterious
disappearance of numerous
animals, including the school pet rat,
Randolph, as well as Gus and Gloria's
pet cat, Horace. The animals have
been kidnapped by 'Honest' Joe and
his mother and been whisked away
in a converted pram to be sold in
their pet shop.
Gus, Gloria and Mr Cruncher, the PE
teacher, manage to save the day, Mrs
Gaskitt gives birth safely to a third
Gaskitt - Gary, and everything is
resolved satisfactorily after a series
of frantic events. As well as a
superbly crafted text, which we take
for granted from Ahlberg, there are
great illustrations from McEwen
including three maps for children to
pore over, and an innovative
'opening credits' page which
introduces the plot and basic
characters to people who are new to
the series. Add to this an exciting
layout and well spaced print, and
you have a book which will be well
thumbed by young readers who
enjoy being entertained. AK

Clever Lollipop

****Dick King-Smith, ill. lill
Barton, Walker, 144pp,
0 7445 9076 0, £8.99 hbk
The second book, by this multi-prize
winning author, about a spoilt
Princess called Penelope, her
henpecked father King Theophilus,
and mother Queen Ethelwynne. In
the first book, Penelope sulks her
way into getting a highly intelligent
pet pig (Lollipop) for her eighth
birthday and persuades her parents
to allow the pig's former owner,
young Johnny Skinner, to join them
in the palace as the pig's trainer.
In this second book Penelope has
mellowed somewhat but she is still a
feisty girl who is not sure about
being made to have a governess. Her
parents agree that Johnny can also
be educated. They employ the
services of a Royal tutor who turns
out to be something of an eccentric -
a magical character called Collie Cob

the Conjuror. His knowledge of
everything, including pig illnesses
and remedies, comes in handy when
Lollipop is taken ill after eating
something poisonous. King-Smith
leaves options for further Lollipop
books as the central character gives
birth to her first litter at the end of
the book.
Barton's simple, soft-edged illust-
rations complement the gentle
humour of the story perfectly. If my
daughter's response is anything to go
by, children will await the third
Lollipop title eagerly. AK

EDISON'S
fantastic

Edison's Fantastic
Phonograph
INFORMATION STORY

****Diana Kimpton,
ill. M P Robertson, Frances
Lincoln, 32pp, 0 7112 1864 1,
£10.99 hbk
Quite a lot of children's history books
place a famous person's
achievements - whether artistic,
scientific or to do with exploration -
in a human and domestic context.
This absorbing account is an
excellent example of the approach
and tells the story of how Thomas
Edison recorded sound for the very
first time. We share in Edison's life
and work through the eyes of his
young daughter, Dot. (The
biographical notes at the end explain
that Edison nicknamed his daughter
Marion and her brother Thomas,
Dot and Dash after the two morse
code symbols.) So Edison is shown
as an affectionate father as well as a
dedicated scientist and inventor.
Dot's visits to her father's workshop
give the perfect opportunity for
Edison to explain the principles
which will underpin his invention.
'Sound can make movement and
movement can make sound. Soon
I'm going to use those two facts to
make the most exciting invention
you have ever seen.'

The author explains clearly the
processes involved in making a
phonograph. Young readers are told
that a needle translates sounds into
impressions on a piece of foil
wrapped around a revolving
cylinder; the recorded sound can be
then be played back by the machine.
Much of the book's appeal lies in
effective use of dialogue, particularly
in the father daughter conversations.
Edison soon puts Dot right when, on
hearing the sound coming out of the
machine, she cries: 'It's magic.' 'No,
it's not, it's science and it's going to
change the world,' he replies.
The illustrations communicate both
the excitement of the life of an
inventor and the great demands it
makes on their time and energy. For
instance we see Edison asleep at his
laboratory desk after working
through the night. The opening and
closing illustrations show how the
world has changed: a family of a
hundred or so years ago stand
singing around the piano and a
modern family sit by the river with a
portable CD player and an electronic
dog. MM

The Usborne Internet-
linked First
Encyclopedia of
History
NON-FICTION

****Fiona Chandler, ill. David
Hancock, Usborne, 64pp,
0 7460 4729 0, £8.99 hbk
World history for 6-8 year olds? Only
a brave publisher could attempt
such a task, yet even at Key Stage 1
children are now encouraged to
describe the passing of time to
develop their chronological
understanding. Any misgivings I
might have had were quickly
dispelled by the reaction of a group
of 6- and 7-year-olds sharing this
book, clearly fascinated by the
detailed artwork and happy to
recognize photos of pyramids, a
Roman legionary or a painting of
Henry VIII. The mix of artwork and
photography works particularly well,
and the text and interest level is just
right for the age group. World history
is covered in a broad sweep that
encompasses the first hunter-
gatherers, Ancient Greece, a
Medieval village, Ming China,
Moghul India, the Russia of Peter the
Great, the opening up of the
American West and two World Wars.
Simple links to a range of
appropriate websites enable
children to find out more - exploring
a castle, the city of Machu Picchu or
the palace of Versailles, for example -
but the book stands alone for those
without access to a computer. An
excellent first introduction to history
that is sure to whet the appetite. SU

REVIEWS 8-10 Junior/Middle
Blood Willow

***Thomas Bloor, Hodder, 192pp,
0 340 86647 0, £5.99 pbk
If you've seen the 70s cult horror film
The Wicker Man, some of the
atmosphere and characters in this
adventure will be familiar. Jack and
Rosh are swept out to sea off the

Northumbrian coast in a hired canoe
and land up on a mysterious island
ruled by Sir Algernon Blood Willow.
They make friends with Bernie, a girl
who lives in Sir Algernon's care at his
crumbling stately pile, Blood Willow
Hall. There they gradually learn that
interlopers must play the batsman's
role in the island's deadly game of
wicketing. This is a perverse form of

cricket in which there are stones
instead of a ball, there is no wicket,
and the batsman defends himself as
best he can with a curved club.
There are plenty of references here to
Britain's class-ridden imperial past.
In the kinds of stories that Bloor is
drawing on and lampooning, boy
heroes faced the same vicissitudes of
the playing field, shark attack,

shipwreck, and cruel native rituals,
but with more composure than
modern Rosh and Jack can muster.
There may be serious purpose
behind Bloor's playfulness. Rosh's
mother comes from Sri Lanka, an
island where Rosh's grandparents
were killed in the civil war; and one
of the results of Rosh's bizarre
experience on Sir Algernon's island is
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to excite his interest in his own
history. But speculation like this may
be an adult preoccupation. Children
will enjoy the story primarily for its
excitement and humour, and its
spice of horror. CB

Shark Attack
1 84121 906 1

Hunted
1841219045

***
Anthony Masters, Orchard
'Predator', 192pp, £4.99 each pbk
Readers will need nerves of steel -
and occasionally a strong stomach -
to properly enjoy these two novels in
Masters' 'Predator' series.
This is 21st-century boys-own stuff-
traditional adventure stories with a
plot structure that owes much to the
computer game: the storylines rocket
from one episode of life or death
drama - plane crash to avalanche to
wolf attack, storm to shipwreck to
shark attack - at a breakneck speed.
Gratuitous extras such as description
are kept to a minimum though there
are satisfying elements of character
development: boy and the step-
father he once despised develop
understanding and affection for one
another in the face of extreme
danger; two cousins learn new
respect for each other as they battle
alone through the wilderness. The
sharks in Shark Attack are the one
dimensional Jaws-style killers; there's
a little more interesting information
about wolves in Hunted.
But if boys want non-stop action,
liberal amounts of blood and gore,
and some unambiguous male
bonding, then they couldn't ask for
more than they get here. AR

Jessica Haggerthwaite:
Media Star

***Emma Barnes, ill. Tim
Archbold, Bloomsbury, 224pp,
0747559112, £4.99 pbk
This is the second adventure for the

Haggerthwaites and has Mrs
Haggerthwaite established as a
professional witch, while Dad is set
up as a landscape gardener. Younger
brother Midge is happy with the
family's quiet life but Jessica is bored
and looking for a challenge. She
develops an ambition to become a
TV star, hosting a science
programme of course, but is side-
tracked by the appearance in town of
competition for her mother. This
comes in the form of the mystical
Xandra, friend of the Wind Spirits.
Despite the prevalence of witches,
this book is far more concerned with
the human than the supernatural.
The Haggerthwaite family are all
perceptively drawn, particularly
Jessica who, though constantly
irritated by her mother's pig-
headedness, fails utterly to recognise
the trait in herself. The book
examines our fascination with
hocus-pocus - particularly in the
form of popular TV programmes -
while pointing out the wonders of
nature and science. A funny,
entertaining and thought-provoking
read. AR

The Terrible Tudors
AUDIO BOOK

****Terry Deary, dramatisation,
BBC Cover to Cover, 55 mins,
0 563 52859 1, £5.99 tape,
0 563 52860 5, £7.99 CD
Depending so much on visuals as
well as words, it might seem
surprising that Terry Deary's
'Horrible Histories' can be so well
adapted for audio. But they are
remarkably successful, easily
reflecting in audio exactly the busy
and varied storytelling techniques
that are used in the books. Narrated
by many voices and with a
staggering array of sound effects to
accentuate the goriness of the
Tudors who, in this account anyway,
seem to spend their whole time
killing each other, The Terrible
Tudors covers why history is usually
so little enjoyed before moving
quickly on to the bits of it that are
fun, worthwhile and possible to
remember. JE

Judaism
Douglas Charing,
0 7513 6782 6

Christianity
Philip Wilkinson, photographs
by Steve Teague, 0 7513 6598 X
NON-FICTION ***
Dorling Kindersley
'Eyewitness Guides', 64pp,
£9.99 each hbk
The 'Eyewitness' encyclopedic range
continues to grow with two
additional titles on religions of the
world. These complement existing
titles on Religion and Islam, while a
future volume on Buddhism is
planned. Both books provide rich
visual resources of artefacts and
symbols, augmented by quotations
from the scriptures, holy books and
writers such as Anne Frank. Judaism
explores traditions and festivals
celebrated by Jewish communities
around the world, explaining
differences between cultures such as
Sephardic and Ashkenazi Jews. It
traces the history of the Jewish
religion from its birth nearly 4,000
years ago to the Holocaust and the
rise of Zionism in its aftermath. The
book also looks at the intellectual
and artistic legacy of prominent
Jews, from artists and writers such as
Chagall, Menuhin and Freud to
scientists and engineers such as Salk
and Citroen. Christianity too is
richly illustrated with tangible
objects to explain abstract ideas,
from the medieval concept of
heaven and hell to the central role of
the crucifixion and resurrection. The
significance for Christians of the Old
Testament in foretelling later events
in the New Testament is explored,
together with Jesus' teachings and
the spread of the Christian church.
Catholicism, the Orthodox church,
Protestantism and the monastic
orders are clearly described and the
celebration of the sacraments are set
out within the Christian calendar.
The final spread comes back to Earth
with rather a bump: in celebrating
Christian culture we have barely a
glimpse of Renaissance painting, no
room for Dante or Milton or even

Bunyan - instead we have Cecil B de
Mille Hollywood epics, Jesus Christ
Superstar, Elvis and gospel singers.

SU

Bullies, Bigmouths &
So-called Friends
NON-FICTION

***J Alexander, ill. David Whittle,
Hodder, 128pp, 0 340 87581 X
(for girls), 0 340 87565 8 (for
boys), £4.99 each pbk
The world is divided between those
who think self-help guides are the
bee's knees and those who run from
them. Whatever one's view, there is
much in this book that children
might well find of real help. It begins
with the idea that children should go
into training to build up their
courage and self-esteem. They
should do this by learning to 'talk it
out' - in the first instance, if
necessaiy, by keeping a private diary,
either in word or picture form. There
is emphasis on being responsible for
oneself, on not taking what people
say personally, on positive thinking
and anger management, and on the
avoidance of fear. Practical ideas
such as putting up signs around the
room with phrases such as 'Get Real'
or 'Expect the Best' and lots of
quizzes and tests are given in
readable teen-speak, and Alexander
uses classic stories (put simply) such
as Pollyanna, The Three Little Pigs,
and Great Expectations to make
salient points. She usually avoids
psychobabble although occasionally
puts forth ideas which seem
extreme, such as lessening the fear of
walking down a corridor where one
usually meets a bully by saying 'I love
you corridor'! The book is aimed at
the 9 to 12s, but I wonder if the lower
end of this age group would have the
self-discipline required to get much
out of the ideas included. Websites
and useful telephone numbers will
help those who need further
assistance. ES

REVIEWS 10-14 Middle/Secondary

The Folk Keeper

*****

eponymous 'Folk Keeper': disguised
as a boy she tames the mysterious
'Folk' who would otherwise run
amok ravaging crops and cattle.
Sought out by the dying Lord
Merton, she is taken to his estate in
the Northern Isles where the Folk are
particularly unruly. There she
discovers her true identity as a
sealmaiden, and falls in love with
sensitive, down to earth Finian. With
his support and her newfound
powers, she courageously outwits
Merton's treacherous brother, and
emerges from the dark of the Folk
Cellars to reveal both her seal self
and her human heart, and make the
choice which decides her future.
A feisty take on the traditional Selkie
story, the tale is cleverly constructed
to allow Corinna to grow to
womanhood on her own terms - a
good rite of passage novel for girls
reluctant to accept contemporary
'girly' stereotypes as they grow up,
written in an appropriately youthful,
lightly humorous style. AG

Running Home

*****

Franny Billingsley, Bloomsbury,
176pp, 0 7475 6054 4, £5.99 pbk
Foundling Corinna, 15, is the

Teresa Doran, Chicken House,
192pp, 1 903434 84 X, £10.99
hbk
The opening few pages of Running
Home are shocking and painfully
breathtaking, immediately hooking
the reader into Cait and Effie's fate as
they try to reach their grandparents'
home in New Quay, Ireland. Their
parents' violent death while on
holiday in Cornwall leaves them
abandoned and frightened of the
police and authorities, not wanting
to be taken into care.
Cait is 12 and her little sister Effie is
only six. Gradually, as they journey
towards Birmingham and then
Holyhead, a picture builds up
through Gait's thoughts and worries
about the past and future: their
depressed dad, their loving Mam and
their generous grandparents in
County Clare. Cait remains the staff
for Effie to lean on, but Effie too has
moments of maturity and ingenuity.
Achingly, she also seems to have
forgotten near the end that her

Home
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parents have died, Doran reminding
us in the excitement about the
effects of bereavement on young
children.
Running Home is Doran's first full-
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length book, and it's a stunning
debut. Throughout the story she
refers everything back to the
children's experiences, comparing all
the strange situations they find
themselves in to their previous life -
what Mam would say, what Dad
would complain about, how Nana
and Granda would be surprised and
worried. By weaving Gait and Erne's
safe home life in Ireland so tightly
into their adventure she emphasises
why they are running home, and
Gait's unstoppable tears when she
gets to her Nana and Granda's will be
replicated on the reader's cheeks. OD

Montmorency

***Eleanor Updale, Scholastic,
192pp, 0 439 97815 7, £12.99
hbk
The Raffles figure, a gentleman-
villain who moves in high society by
day and robs it by night, is the
ambiguous hero of many stories, his
moral failings usually excused by
some respectable motive which
transforms him into Robin Hood.
Eleanor Updale's Montmorency is an
inglorious variation on this theme.
He is a genuine thief of humble
origins in Victorian London. Almost
killed by falling through the skylight
of a factory he is robbing, he is saved
by an ambitious young doctor who
then uses his slowly mending body
as an exhibit in medical
demonstrations, borrowing him
from his prison cell to do so. These
forced excursions into scientific
circles give Montmorency the idea
he needs for more successful villainy.
His patched-up body is on the same
programme as a demonstration of
Victorian London's new sewer
system, and he realises that the
sewers form ideal highways for
crime and escape. On his release he
lives a prosperous double life as thief
and pseudo-gentleman, the latter
role allowing him to dispose of
stolen goods. Gradually he changes,
until he is more gentleman than
criminal, and discovers his
redeeming propensity for both
conscience and patriotic fervour.
The one-time thief becomes a
government spy.
This is a clever, racy, skilfully plotted
story, and thankfully outgrows its
early fascination with excreta. Its
author is a media person, and the
book comes heralded by gushing
praise from other media persons.
Their enthusiasm may well be the
prelude to media hype. Mont-
morency is a lively, unusual and
enjoyable read, but it is not 'set to
become an instant classic' unless
publicity rather than its merits
makes it one. PH

Flour Babies
AUDIO BOOK

****Anne Fine, read by Richard
Mitchley, BBC Cover to Cover,
unabridged, 4 hrs 12 mins,
1 85549595 3, £10.99 tape
No Exploding Custard Tins? No
Maggot Factory? When 4C find
themselves looking after sacks of
flour as their contribution to the
school's Science Week, they are
appalled. For 21 days, each eight-
pound sack must be kept clean, dry
and safe night and day just as if it
were a baby. And, what's more, each
boy has to write a diary of his feelings
for his sack. Everyone is in revolt
especially when they discover how

much trouble a flour baby can be.
But for Simon Martin, looking after
his flour baby causes him to think
long and hard about his own father
and to begin to understand some of
the reasons why he might have left
when Simon was only a baby.
Flawlessly structured, Flour Babies
is a joy to listen to as Anne Fine's
control of the timing allows the story
to unfold elegantly and thoughtfully.
It requires little more of the reader
than a straightforward range of
voices for characters from 4C's
mostly benign if permanently
exasperated Mr Cartwright to Simon
and his classmates' joking classroom
exchanges, all of which Richard
Mitchley executes easily. JE

Suffragette _

***Carol Drinkwater,
Scholastic 'My Story', 224pp,
0 439 98268 5, £5.99 pbk
The centenary of the Women's
Suffrage and Political Union has
brought a resurgence of interest in
the suffragette movement which this
volume, in the 'My Story' series,
brings to the modern young reader.
Purporting to be the diary of
working-class Dollie Baxter, who has
been befriended by a wealthy
benefactress, it charts her growing
involvement in the movement from
1909-1913. She meets the
Pankhursts, distributes leaflets, is
imprisoned and (graphically) force-
fed, finally witnessing Emily
Davison's death in 1913. She also
tries to alleviate the hardship of her
sick mother's life.
The tale echoes Marjorie Darke's A
Question of Courage (BfK No. 138)
which similarly illustrates the class-
inclusiveness of the sisterhood and
the opportunity political involve-
ment gave women to break down
educational and economic barriers
for the first time. The diary style
allows for a speedy telling of the
narrative, with historical detail and a
bit of name-dropping in an easy-to-
read form. This makes it less
engaging than Darke's book, and less
of a call to arms for the present
generation, though an adequate
introduction to the subject. AG

The Tears of the
Salamander

Peter Dickinson, ill. Ian
Andrew, Macmillan, 240pp,
1 405 02051 2, £9.99 hbk
By the time we are just over half-way
through this totally fascinating and
absorbing novel we learn that for its
young hero, Alfredo, the whole of his
life has narrowed to a single purpose,
to take vengeance on his uncle
Giorgio for the murder of his family.
Alfredo, whom we meet originally as
baker's son and gifted cathedral
chorister, has been brought by
Giorgio, subsequent to the murder,
to Sicily, where in his role as 'Master
of the Mountain' he presides over the
fires of Mount Etna and its magical
salamanders. Here also he practises
his art as alchemist and pursues his
search for the Elixir of life, his
intention being that Alfredo, through
his singing skills, will have a central
and cleverly manipulated role in
both. Alfredo's gradual under-
standing of the full (and very
sinister) nature of Giorgio's desires is
depicted by Dickinson in a
beautifully paced and integrated

NEW
Talent
Power and Stone

POWER
***Alice Leader, Puffin, 256pp,

0 14 131527 X, £4.99 pbk
After a long journey from Rome with
their mother Claudia, Marcus and
Telemachus rejoin their father Gaius,
the commander of a fort on
Hadrian's wall. The local tribe, the
Brigante, appears to be friendly but
the feelings of the conquered are not
straightforward and Gaius is
concerned that as newcomers, the
boys may not appreciate possible
dangers. This is an ambitious first
novel taking in themes of cultural
clash, imperial power, rites of
passage and the nature of friendship.
Leader packs in historical
information from the design of an
altar to phallic graffiti that was
believed to bring luck to how to
pronounce Cartimandua (the name
of a Brigantian queen) and the
reader is left in no doubt that they
are in the hands of an enthusiast for
the period. With such a plethora of

facts it is hard, however, to relax into
a sense of the place in which the
dramas that attend Leader's rather
stiffly drawn characters unfold.
There is enough here, however, to
suggest that Leader will gain in craft
and passion as she continues on
from this agreeable and very
informative debut. RS
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plot where erudition and com-
passion combine in a truly
remarkable feat of storytelling.
Warmly, indeed fierily, recom-
mended. RD

Motherland

****Vineeta Vijayaraghavan,
Chicken House, 240pp,
1903434939, £11.99 hbk
As someone born in India, of Indian
parents, but now living in America,
15-year-old Maya has experienced
many conflicting demands on her
familial, racial and cultural loyalties.
In the course of a three-month visit
to India to see her aunt, uncle and
grandmother, these allegiances are
going to be tested even more sharply.
As her aunt reminds her at one point,
'You can come here and be a
tourist...or you can come here and
be a member of this family, with
responsibilities and obligations.'
This fascinating novel traces Maya's
journey towards a resolution of her
dilemma, in a narrative which
tellingly portrays problems of
personal identity within a wider

framework of political and national
unrest. On both levels it is totally
convincing, an impression
strengthened by the book's
atmospheric evocation of the sights,
sounds, dress and food of its Indian
setting. RD

The Same Stuff as
Stars

***Katherine Paterson, Oxford,
256pp, 0 19 275311 8, £4.99 pbk
Paterson's latest novel feels as if it
should be very moving, with 11-year-
old Angel's attempts to keep her
family together after her mother
abandons her and her little brother
Bernie at her great-grandma's, but
some of the scenes are too sparse
and removed to reach the reader.
The theme from the title, of star-
watching and discovering the solar
system in the night sky, is successful,
and has Paterson's familiar touch,
with Angel bonding with the
mysterious man who only seems to
come out at night with his telescope.
When Angel is dumped at her great-
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grandma's she learns more about her
family and herself than she expects
to. Angel's father, Grandma's
grandson, is in prison, and her
mother was very young when she
had her. Grandma's moments of
revelation about her boys, the
Vietnam war and her feelings of
failure as a mother to boys give the
book hope, but Angel's mother's long
absence and her upside-down
relationship with her daughter ('I
thought you was the grownup, baby.
You always have been.') make it
seem a very long and hard road for
Angel.
The Same Stuff as Stars raises issues
about the American 'correctional
system' and 'the families whose lives
are bound up in the system' but
doesn't necessarily offer any
solutions. However, readers 'may
take something like a star' from
Angel's experiences. OD

Lines in the Sand:
New Writing on War
and Peace

Edited by Mary Hoffman and
Rhiannon Lassiter, various
illustrators, Frances Lincoln,
288pp, 0 7112 2282 7, £4.99
pbk
This collection of short prose, poetry
and illustrations comes quickly off
the press in response to the war in
Iraq. It is testament to an opposition
among many children's writers and
illustrators to this most recent
conflict, but its subject is war in
general. All proceeds from its
publication go to UNICEF's
emergency appeal for the children of
Iraq. I find it impossible to review the
book in the same way as I would any
other, and absurd to offer it a star
rating. The book is in some ways a
contribution to contemporary
political debate and there are
different questions to be asked and
answered there.
There is a range of contributions, in a
variety of styles, aimed at different
age groups, but all obviously
characterised by anti-war
convictions. Many are preoccupied
with the differences in the secure
and protected lives of our children in
the developed world and those who
are the victims of war, famine and
disease everywhere else. Many
wonder how to convey the reality of
war to an audience fed on fantasy
violence and TV news items that
disappear with a touch on the

remote. Many give us views from the
other side of the lines or speak of
those times and places where
different worlds intersect and
darkness opens up where we
thought there was solid ground:
Halloween games in England that
remind a Kosovan child of massacre;
the Vietnamese child who, on the
21st anniversary of his adoption,
spoke to his family and friends in
England of the different fates of the
children he had known in the
orphanage in Vietnam.
There are pieces here that will speak
as powerfully to adults as to children,
even to those of my generation
whose fathers had fought in the
Second World War and, like mine,
could never bear to speak of what
they'd done and seen. It is the
editors' and contributors' belief that
we need to speak honestly about war
to children, not to make them
despair but 'to make the world a
more peaceful place'. CB

The Curious Incident of
the Dog in the Night-
Time
AUDIO BOOK

*****Mark Haddon, narrated by
Ben Tibber, adapted for audio
and partly dramatised,
Random House, 6 hrs, 1 85686
788 9, £16.99 CD
A remarkable book because it is told
by a 15-year-old with Asperger's
Syndrome, The Curious Incident of
the Dog in the Night-Time also
requires a remarkable reader. In Ben
Tibber, a 12-year-old who reads with
assurance and intelligence if not
quite enough of that scratchy sound
of a breaking voice, Random House
have found one. Using a child is
important because Mark Haddon
tells the story entirely through the
eyes of Christopher Boone at no time
observing him but always describing
things exactly as he sees them. And
the way Christopher sees things is
very particular. Although he is taking
maths A-level and can do the most
complicated arithmetic, he has great
difficulty in understanding people
and the wide range of emotions their
faces and speech may be conveying.
When he sets out on the complicated
journey that follows his attempt to
solve the mystery of the dog that has
died in the night - a mystery which
causes him to discover the truth
about his own family - he has never
travelled anywhere on his own and
has only the haziest idea of how to
catch a train. Christopher's story,
though underlyingly sad, has
moments of humour and is always
gripping. JE

The Tempestuous
Voyage of Hopewell
Shakespeare

***Sophie Masson, Hodder
Silver, 304pp, 0 340 86581 4,
£5.99 pbk
Sophie Masson is a French-
Australian writer, whose website
records a maelstrom of literary and
cultural interests and influences,
several of which are evident in this
novel. It's a 'Tempestuous' tale
indeed, for the isle which is
Hopewell's destination must surely
lie in the same archipelago as the
setting his distant relative conjured
up for his last play.
You have a strong sense that the

author is certainly enjoying her own
enthusiasms. Since young Hopewell
is a frequent groundling at the
Globe, his thoughts and even his
actions are shaped by Romeo and
Juliet or A Midsummer Night's
Dream, while his creator dips
frequently into Twelfth Night as well
as The Tempest. We briefly meet a
bunch of gallowglasses and
Hopewell is urged to screw his
courage to the sticking point or
(more than once) to 'suit the action
to the thought', if not the word. The
repetitions can become intrusive.
'Smarmy' three times in three pages
seems not only excessive but also
grating for a narrator who sets her
tale in Elizabeth's reign; as do
phrases like 'giving them a hurry-up',
alongside characters prone to utter
the odd 'Forsooth'.
Masson gladly acknowledges in her
Author's Note further debts to
Arthurian Legend, The Odyssey and
'a little bit of Robert Louis
Stevenson's Treasure Island (the first
mate has a strong whiff of Long John
Silver about him and our hero thinks
he has overheard treachery plotted
on a moonless deck much like Jim
crouching in the apple barrel). You
could probably add 'The Ancient
Mariner', The Pardoner's Tale, and
maybe J M Barrie's Captain Hook to
the mix which, as Ms Masson might
say, is a bit of a gallimaufry.
Yet it works for most of the time in a
tale of rough magic such as this,
slipping from the Globe to the Island
and on to Venice and back again so
quickly that it takes a tenacious
reader to keep track of the plot.
Hopewell's chief quality, exploited by
the villain of the piece, is his cheery
innocence. Dr Prosper Bonaventure,
Captain Wolfe, Kit Sly, Davy Jones,
the Lady Flora - to say nothing of her
goat Caprice - are all several steps
ahead of him. So his innocence is a
good standpoint for the reader since
we see and experience events
through Hopewell's constantly
surprised eyes. Probably, the best
mode of reading is essentially
childlike: step aboard, don't ask too
many questions, miss the welter of
literary borrowings, and embark on a
magical mystery voyage. GF

Eagle Strike

****Anthony Horowitz, Walker,
352pp, 0 7445 9057 4, £5.99 pbk
Alex Rider, schoolboy member of
MI6, returns with a new, ingenious,
fast paced action adventure. Fans of
the three earlier books will not be
disappointed as Alex manoeuvres
through the lethal, crazy virtual
reality world of Damian Cray, mega
pop star, world renowned
philanthropist and absolutely
ruthless nutter, intent on the nuclear
destruction of sizeable chunks of
Planet Earth. Shamelessly boy
orientated, this novel is fast, located
across Europe, full of suspense,
includes a dose of gadgetry and
science lingo, and reads like a special
effects/boy Bond movie on the
printed page. Well worth stocking,
it'll be another hit. DB

The Ganges
Rob Bowden, 0 7502 4036 9

The Amazon
Simon Scoones, 0 7502 4032 6
NON-FICTION

****Hodder Wayland 'A River
Journey', 48pp, £11.99 each
hbk
Two great rivers, each loaded with
picturesque images, and each the
home of blind dolphins, are traced
from source to delta. The organising
of their texts under the headings
Nature, History, People, Economy
and Change enables the authors to
deal in concise detail with different
aspects of these headings as we
meander down river, and lets the
reader follow one particular strand
at a time without having to ramble
through too much fascinating
irrelevance. The device is called
'Themed Text'.
Amazon chooses to start at historic
Machu Picchu. We visit the car-free
Iquitos, lament the dismal
contribution and fate of early
missionaries, learn the impact of the
oil and mining industries, and fear
for the future of the forest of whose
nature we are plentifully informed.
Ganges - life-giver to Northern
India, death-bringer to Bangladesh,
receives similar treatment and much
space is devoted to its overt religious
significance. In Bangladesh 'peddle-
powered' rickshaws splash through
the flooding delta.
Excellent photographs and simple
relevant maps enliven and reinforce
two strong texts, and the 'theme' idea
works well, enabling the books to be
read in series as well as in parallel. It
seems we can also look forward to
the Nile, Rhine, Mississippi and
Yangtze. TP

Leonardo da Vinci and
his Super-brain
NON-FICTION

***Michael Cox, ill. Clive
Goddard, Hippo 'Dead
Famous', 176pp,
0 439 98267 7, £4.99 pbk
In Cox's tour of da Vinci's world it is
very soon apparent that this is not
going to be the Kenneth Clark or E H
Gombrich approach to art history.
We are told that Renaissance
Florence is 'a happening place', and
chapter titles such as 'Get in the
Know ... at Studio Verrocchio', 'Ciao,
Big Nob! Gizza Job!'(!), and 'The
Fresco Kid', give us a clue as to the
kind of thing we're in for. Goddard's
cartoons (that's the modern
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meaning of the word) are equally
irreverent, and the two authors
combine to give the 'Rip-roaring
Renaissance' the full contemporary
treatment, from Leonardo's
childhood in the village of Vinci to
his death in the king's arms ('that's

the King of France's arms, not the
well-known pub').
Putting aside my instinctively
pompous reaction to this current
populising trend, and any debates
about whether it really is the most
effective way to impart knowledge to

young people, I did find this both
informative and, at times, amusing.
The use of dry, ironic 'yoof' idioms
(Leonardo was born 'near the
fortified hilltop village of Vinci. Wow!
What an amazing coincidence! Not!')
may or may not strike a chord with

the intended audience age-group,
but this adult reader quickly got over
the irritation factor to broaden his
knowledge of the Medicis, the
breadth of Leonardo's creativity and
esoteric matters such as sfumato
techniques in painting. MS

REVIEWS 14+ Secondary/Adult
big mouth and ugly girl

irir+
Joyce Carol Dates,
Collins Flamingo, 288pp,
000 714573 X, £4.99 pbk
Oates, as you would expect, targets
her teenage audience with
professional accuracy. The fact that
her original readers were American
probably makes very little difference
to their British counterparts. Indeed,
post Buffy, Sweet Valley High, sundry
sitcoms and movies, American High
Schools may have an extra glamour
to British eyes. Although there is no
whiff of cynical manipulation,
several of the stock ingredients are
here: the awkward heroine
(oversized and arrogant with it), the
verbally agile offbeat hero, the jocks,
the basketball games, the school
newspaper, the misunderstanding
parents and the self-dramatising
hysteria which grips a school
threatened by a crazy student
bomber. There's some nasty
thuggery and a dognapping, and
some equally nasty - a new twist? -
Christian fundamentalism. All of
which, handled expertly, makes for a
good page turner.
The story is largely told in two voices:
a conventional narrative distances us
a little from Matt, the falsely accused
bomber, while Ursula records her
own version of the daily dramas at
Rocky River High punctuated by wry
third-person reflections upon her
Ugly Girl self. Both these modes are
full of energy, enhanced by sections
of email exchanges - a swift and witty
means of moving things along. The
emerging feelings between the two
oddballs (and all sympathetic
characters are oddballs in American
High School novels) are handled
tenderly, despite forays into language
which probably won't make a young
British reader wince such as when
Ursula muses, 'these emotions
belonged to him legitimately'. Even
the wisdom of Germaine Greer offers
a moment of revelation to the
heroine and, all in all, it's extremely
readable soap; maybe ER but not
West Wing. It all ends, as we thought
it might, with 'The first kiss didn't
work out too well, I guess. We'd be
trying others.' GF

1 Capture the Castle

****Dodie Smith, Red Fox, 416pp,
0 09 943974 3, £5.99 pbk
This book ('Now a major feature
film', as its cover proudly states)
seems an odd addition to the Red
Fox list because it is hardly a
children's story. However, as its
narrator and leading character is a
17-year-old, this light romance can
presumably be regarded as a teenage
novel. The plot unfolds through
entries in the journals of Cassandra
Mortmain, who is an interesting
amalgam of naivete and extreme
perceptiveness.
She chronicles the vicissitudes of her

family who live in an ancient, cold,
damp and crumbling castle,
somewhere in the wilds of Suffolk -
and, timewise, somewhere between
the two world wars. Cassandra's
father is a celebrated, but regrettably
one-book-only, author whose
literary powers have dried up, and
who spends most of his time locked
away from everyone reading
detective novels. Hardly an efficient
breadwinner! His colourful wife,
Topaz, a former artists' model, is the
only member of the family who
occasionally works.
The family is largely dependent on
handouts from better-off (or harder
working) friends: the castle has no
gas or electricity, and even basic
foodstuffs are in short supply. The
ambition of 21-year-old Rose, the
elder daughter, is simply to marry for
money. Present-day readers may
find it surprising that neither Rose
nor Cassandra is trained to pursue
any kind of paid work: they are
described as 'unemployable and
with no-one to beg from' (and of
course there was little social security
in their time).
The family fortunes improve when
two rich and charismatic American
brothers come onto the scene.
Through one of them Rose rather
zanily achieves her ambition, and
through the other the burnt-out
author finds a sponsor.
Cassandra sees herself and Rose as
'two Bronte-Jane Austen girls, poor
but spirited', and certainly her
conveyance of the family's exploits is
lively. Despite the apparent
superficiality of the characters, we
are carried along by Smith's zestful
and sometimes whimsical style -
and though there are no dalmatians
in sight, an engaging bull terrier
contributes to the action! MC

Doing It

Melvyn Burgess, Andersen,
336pp, 0 86264 788 6, £10.99
hbk
The three main characters,
testosterone enriched sixth-formers,

are involved with Jackie (Dino's girl),
who never quite goes the whole way,
plump Debbie (Jon's girl) whom he
definitely yearns for but doesn't want
to be seen with in public, and then
there's Miss Young, the Drama
teacher, who is giving very special
lessons behind the scenery to Ben.
The condom on the cover should
attract an audience, who will find a
cast of male characters and their
numerous girlfriends, all of whom
seem to be in pursuit of physical and
sexual pleasure with only a rather
thin veneer of genuine emotional
involvement or moral reflection.
What's more, they hardly ever seem
to have any ordinary activity outside
of the grope and thrust of lust.
Burgess describes it as a 'knobby
book for boys' and indeed the
language is uncompromisingly
contemporary and the action
realistically described. It's a book
that'll get grubby in no time and
teachers ought to be aware of its
contents before setting it loose on a
panting public. DB

E L I Z A B E T H 1 L A I R D

The Garbage King

****Elizabeth Laird, ill. Yosef
Kebede, Macmillan, 336pp,
1 4050 1926 3, £9.99 hbk
This is an engrossing story of
interweaving lives and of the
capacity of children to help each
other when adults fail them. Mamo's
older sister Tiggist has previously
cared for him while their mother
visits bars in their Addis Ababa slum.
After their mother's death (one
surmises from Aids), and with Tiggist
desperately seeking work, Mamo is
abducted by an 'uncle' who sells him
to a farmer in the remote Ethiopian
countryside. Adrift and desolate, city
boy Mamo has to learn quickly how
to avoid beatings. The children from
a neighbouring farm teach him their
skills. When Mamo manages to
escape back to Addis, he finds that
Tiggist's employer has taken her to a
far away town. Once again it is
children who provide a lifeline in the
form of a gang. Under their joviro,
Million, they scour the streets and

other people's garbage for scraps.
Running alongside Mamo's story is
that of Dani, a rich boy pampered by
his sick mother with a forbidding
autocratic father who does not
appreciate Dani's love of writing
stories. Dani's father intends to
'make a man' of his son by sending
him away to his formidable Somali
batman. Instead the frightened Dani
runs away and meets Mamo. An
unusual relationship develops
between these two very different
boys and there are inevitable
tensions as the children in Million's
gang struggle to survive.
While Laird offers the storyteller's
gift of hope through her plot and
resolutions, readers are not spared
the grinding reality of poverty. Who
will forget little Karate's shrunken
body cradled in Million's arms?
Another death from (unspoken)
Aids? Who can ignore Dani's cry? 'It's
not right! He was only a baby! No one
should have to die like that!' This
memorable novel is touched with
the humanity of a real street child
who told Laird his story and whom
she quotes in her Afterword:'... and
what I want to say to you is, don't be
tempted to kill yourself. Don't try to
die.' BN

The Sex Book
NON-FICTION

***Jane Pavanel, ill. Grant
Cunningham, Wizard Books,
208pp, 1 84046 472 0, £7.99 pbk
Describing itself as a 'no-holds
barred guide to the ins and outs of
sex', this compact paperback offers
frank and explicit information for
the initiated or those 'starting to
think about it'. Not a book to have on
the open shelves perhaps, but one
that is well suited for its targeted
audience. The author, a Canadian
teacher and writer, mother of two
teenage girls and a 10-year-old boy,
has worked closely with her
intended readership, and it shows in
her confident tone that is never
patronising or censorial. Fully
adapted for the UK market by the
Family Planning Association
amongst others, there is detailed
information on contraception,
anatomy and the context of
relationships arranged in A to Z
format, as well as sound advice on
values and feelings. A smattering of
cartoons and jazzy tints enliven its
contents, though the ersatz
typewriter face is an odd choice for
an age group that may never have
used such an ancient machine. The
one drawback of the encyclopedic
format is that information on
important issues such as HIV and
STIs is repeated many times in
successive entries - no bad thing in
itself, but it has the cumulative effect
of making it all seem like one long
health warning. An index is included
in addition to the A to Z entries and
useful addresses in a resources
section. SU
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CLASSICS IN SHORT No.41
Brian Alderson

While Jim Hawkins was sailing westward, a young contemporary was on a
treasure-hunt of his own 'in agro Dorcestrensi' among the Mohunes of

Tears flowed apace
not all that long ago in the fourth year
classroom of a South London girls'
comprehensive. Even the school
librarian, reading aloud the shipwreck of
John Trenchard and Elzevir Block on
Moonfleet Beach, broke down and wept.

Such lacrimosity
may be hard for the youth of our more
cynical times to credit, but it betokens
a continuing resilience in John Meade
Falkner's Moonfleet over the decades
since its first publication in 1898. After
all, for many years it existed chiefly as a
drab-looking 'class reader' (with its
mild cuss-words toned down so as not
to offend sensitive teachers) and even
in that unprepossessing form it
enjoyed an eager readership.

'Historical romance'
is the category into which the book is
thrust by pigeon-holers, but, like all
great fiction, it has the quality of being
simply itself. Certainly it is historic in
its mid-eighteenth century setting;
certainly it is a romance in its adoption
of such conventional elements as
rumours of ghosts in churchyards,
secret passages for smugglers, coded
messages of the whereabouts of the
Mohune diamond, miserly squires and
bonny publicans, and betrayals and
sacrifices.

But the craftsmanship is something else.
Falkner may take some of his materials
from the stock-box, but the
articulation of these into a felt
narrative is the work of a master
storyteller. He gives the voice to an
ageing John Trenchard, reflecting on
the dramatic events of his youth, and
formulating descriptions and
explanations without marring the
steady pace of the story. As incident
follows incident with increasing
tension so one finds them to be
cunningly dovetailed into each other
and matters seemingly irrelevant
emerge as vital components in the
drama.

The characters too want for nothing
- even John's girl Grace, who has been
called 'a stick' and might be thought
present for reasons of inclusivity if
such a bright idea had existed in 1898.
Rather she, along with the
schoolmaster, the Rev. Glennie, fills a
necessary role in counterbalancing the
dubious morality of almost everyone
else: her own villainous father, Ratsey
the smuggling sexton, and Elzevir
Block, the true hero of the tale.

The precision of John Trenchard's
address

does much to reinforce the
immediacy of the story. There is a
graphic quality to his descriptions: the
'lattice of folds' in the paper carrying
clues to the hidden treasure, the
'sweating of the parchment under the
hot wax' at the end of the auction-by-
candle, and such things give life to
what might have been tired
conventions. Through this, the reader

is implicated. You know that
calamities are bound to follow that
auction, or the botched landing of
contraband under Hoar Head, or the
getting of Blackbeard's diamond and
the naive attempt to sell it ('evilly
come by and bringing evil with it').
But how can you climb into the book
to give due warning?

The graphic quality
is present too in Moonfleet's
topography. The village itself is an
imaginative extension of the actual
Fleet which lies above Chesil Beach to
the west of Weymouth, and the whole
area from there to the Isle of Purbeck is
so portrayed as to endorse the truth of
the action - most completely in the
climax with that gulp-provoking scene
on the lee shore of Moonfleet. These
places were well-known to Falkner
whose boyhood had been spent in
Dorset where he acquired a profound
sense of the history within the
landscape.

How come then that he wrote so little
else?

For although he lived for thirty-five
years after Moonfleet appeared, dying
in 1932 at the age of 74, he published
only one other work of fiction, a fine
novel: The Nebuly Coat (1903 - a
rather obsessive ghost story, The Lost
Stradivarius had preceded it in 1895).
The slightly astonishing explanation is
that, soon after graduating from
Oxford in 1882, Falkner had become
tutor to the children of Andrew Noble
of the Newcastle armaments firm of
Armstrong Mitchell (later Whitworth).
From this modest position he moved
into the company and eventually
became its chairman during the crisis-
ridden time of the Great War. Strange
fate for a sensitive novelist, and
strange too that he ended his days as
Honorary Librarian to Durham
Cathedral (beside which he had his
home) and as a fabled collector of
medieval manuscripts. •

The illustrations by F R Exell are taken from
the Puffin Classics edition, 0 14 036704 7,
£4.99 pbk.

Brian Alderson is founder of the Children's
Books History Society and children's book
consultant for The Times. He has edited
Moonfleet for the 'World's Classics' series
published by Oxford University Press (1993,
but now vanished beneath the tides).


