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For the past few years Peter
• Quentin Blake • Mary McQuillan • Tony Ross • Ruth Brown • Colin McNaughton •
Sheldon has been working
with illustrators to produce
a calendar for charity.
Each year they generously
provide him with original
artwork.
The charity for the past
3 years has been Clare
and Michael Morpurgo’s
Farms for City Children.
The Friends Calendar
costs £7.95, which
includes post and
packaging, and makes a
perfect Christmas present.
The
If you would like to support
the venture and buy in to
the project contact Anne
Calendar
Marley anne.marley@tiscali.
co.uk quoting the code
All profits go to the FFCC charity to support the
BFK. Anne will be pleased to collect monies and
running of their 3 farms in Devon, Gloucestershire
arrange for copies to be supplied.
and Pembrokeshire. The farms give children from
The 2019 calendar features Quentin Blake, Tony Ross,
inner city schools the unique opportunity to live
Jane Ray, David McKee, Ruth Brown and Michael
and work together for a week at a time on a real
Foreman amongst others. It’s an A4 spiral bound
farm in the heart of the countryside.
calendar and opens up to A3 for display on your wall.

2019

Colin Hawkins • Catherine Anholt • David McKee • Shoo Rayner
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COVER STORY

This issue’s cover illustration is from
The Way Past Winter by Karen Millwood
Hargrave. Thanks to Chicken House for
their help with this September cover.

Time to try poetry – for a change
October 4th is National Poetry Day, when
everyone is invited to share, discover and enjoy
poetry. This year there are more reasons than
ever to take part. As Charlotte Hacking says in
this issue’s Ten of the Best feature, children’s
poetry is booming: Macmillan Children’s Books is
celebrating 25 years of poetry publishing for young
people, more publishers are choosing to move into
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the sector, and exciting young poets are finding
audiences. The National Literacy Trust’s Annual
Literacy Survey 2017/2018 demonstrates
poetry’s special impact on children and new
research to be released on National Poetry Day is
expected to show even more cause for celebration.
Keep up with what is happening by signing up for
the National Poetry Day newsletters, and visit the
website too for more ideas and inspiration.

Books for Keeps is available online at
www.booksforkeeps.co.uk
A regular BfK Newsletter can also be sent by email.
To sign up for the Newsletter, go to www.booksforkeeps.co.uk
and follow the Newsletter link. If any difficulty is experienced,
email addresses can also be sent to
enquiries@booksforkeeps.co.uk*

Email: enquiries@booksforkeeps.co.uk
Website: www.booksforkeeps.co.uk
*Email addresses will be used by Books for Keeps only for
the purpose of emailing the Newsletter and will not be
disclosed to third parties.

Guest editorial: everyone’s history
by Catherine Johnson
I know, I know, it’s still September. And
isn’t Black History Month in October?
Yes, yes it is. But please, keep reading.
This is about Black History but it’s about
everyone’s history.
Everyone’s history, got it? Good.
I’ve been writing books for young readers
for twenty-five years. And I love history. I
hated it at school, in fact I was so rubbish
it was suggested (very firmly I might add)
that I shouldn’t study history for O Level
as I managed the worst mark in the whole
year…
But my teachers – if they were alive –
would have to be a little impressed at my
post-school achievements. I’ve not only
written several well-received historical
novels, I’ve even done the dramatic inserts
for one of historian Simon Schama’s TV
series. So that must count. Mustn’t it?
I am sure many of us are used to feeling
imposterish, I bet I’m not alone in
thinking that whatever it is I am doing is
undeserved or unimportant.
Whereas, we all know, with children’s books, the opposite is true.
I love writing about our past. And I do it to say to young readers
who may or may not look like me, that as well as belonging in the
present and the future, we belong in our country’s history too.
As someone who shares Jamaican and Welsh heritage but was
born and grew up in London in the 1960s and 70s, I was used to
not belonging and not seeing any kind of representation. I did not
expect it in stories or books. In fact the first time I ever read about
people like me was in To Kill A Mockingbird, where the mixed
race children are labelled by Scout as ‘The saddest folk in the whole
world’. I knew that wasn’t me.
And earlier watching the Sunday afternoon serials, the adaptations
of Leon Garfield and other classics and then going into school on
Monday and wanting to play those stories in the playground, but
being told I couldn’t play the heroine because they never looked like
me, was more than annoying.
But as I grew I knew, more and more, that I did belong in London. It
was my city and as I followed trails of stories – that of John Ystumllyn
from Criccieth in North Wales, Edward Doney in Cassiobury Park,
Joseph Emidy from Truro, Ignatius Sancho – I realised people like
me had been here, not just in London but all over.
And it was finding out about those people, in wonderful books like
Staying Power by Peter Fryer that led me to write my own stories.
Authentic, adventurous, exciting (I hope!) stories in which people
like me can play the heroes in the playground if they want.
And the more I got stuck into the past the more I uncovered. Real
lives are more fantastic than anything I could have made up. Princess
Caraboo, a cobbler’s daughter who pretended to be Javanese royalty,
became a cause célèbre and fooled a nation. My book, The Curious
Tale of The Lady Caraboo, uses her life as a jumping off point to
explore themes of love and lies and pretence.
And I found out about other people too, not just British folk. The
incredible storybook life of Colonel Alexandre-Thomas Dumas,
born in Saint Domingue and the highest-ranking black soldier in

any European army for over two hundred and fifty years. There are
paintings of him on a horse, looking phenomenal. He was, in fact,
the model for not only the Count of Monte Cristo, but also every one
of the Three Musketeers. He has walk on appearances in my novel
Blade and Bone, set against the French revolution.
And finally Mathew Henson. I had written about him already, in
my first non-fiction book, just about ten years ago. He’s hugely
well known in the USA, but much less so here. And his life story
combines two threads of my disparate interests, black history and
polar exploration. (I owe the interest in polar exploration to my
brother’s Blue Peter annual and an article about Scott and frostbite
and dead bodies in tents…)
I’ve written about Mathew Henson again in Race to the Frozen
North. And this is a very different book. It’s a dramatic retelling,
rather than a straight information book. And his life – from illiterate
child, beaten and abused, in post slavery Maryland, to being the first
man at the North Pole – is a rags-to-riches and then back to not-quiterags story. It’s a real rollercoaster. Mathew Henson’s achievement was
not recognised until the very end of his life, by which time he was
living in New York, working parking cars. Mathew Henson’s life was
one characterised by a love of learning and doing and exploring.
Reading about him one couldn’t help but think of all the children
growing up right now, across the earth, denied opportunities and
education, and the great loss, not only to them as individuals, but to
the whole world.
So it’s a plus that this book is published by Barrington Stoke, who
publish such brilliantly accessible books. And I hope it will help
more young people find their way into reading, and also, maybe be
the first step to find the place where they belong.
Catherine Johnson
Race to the Frozen North is published by Barrington Stoke,
978-1781128404, £6.99 pbk
Freedom is published by Scholastic UK, 978-1407185484, £4.99 pbk
The Curious Tale of The Lady Caraboo is published by Walker,
978-0552557634, £7.99pbk
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Seven Stories:
a collection to treasure
Seven Stories, the National Centre for Children’s Books is home to one of
the largest specialist children’s literature collections in the world. Established
in 1996 the museum holds named collections of artwork and manuscripts
by around 140 leading authors and illustrators, and smaller amounts of
work by more than 100 others, plus around 35,000 books. The Books for
Keeps archive has now been added to that collection, as Collection Manager
Kristopher Mckie explains.
The Seven Stories collection extends from c. 1930 to the present
day – a period not covered by any other major institution in the
country and includes work by Joan Aiken, Edward Ardizzone,
Peter Dickinson, Harold Jones, Jan Mark, Philip Pullman, Michael
Rosen and Ursula Moray Williams, Enid Blyton, Judith Kerr, Michael
Morpurgo, John Agard, David Almond, Barbara Firth, Beverley
Naidoo, Grace Nichols, Nick Sharratt and Noel Streatfeild, among
many others.
While each writer’s collection is different in its size and content, each
gives a unique glimpse into its creator’s work and inspirations and
the peculiarities of each individual’s approach to writing.
The Seven Stories collection explores all stages of the making of
the book, from the earliest drafts and ideas right through to the
finished publications, updated editions and merchandise. Seven
Stories collect all that goes into the making of a book including
sketches, preliminary drawings, dummy books; notes, drafts and redrafts; editorial papers, correspondence and reviews.
One of the most recent acquisitions is a collection of papers relating
to the running of Books for Keeps donated by founders Richard
and Angie Hill. The collection gives a fascinating insight into the
magazine’s almost 40-year history as well as a glimpse into the
changing children’s book industry.
Collections like the Books for Keeps archive give a unique insight
into the rich history of publishing for children in Britain. As well as
collecting the papers of key authors and illustrators, Seven Stories

Young Producers explore the Seven Stories collection
has actively acquired more and more papers that tell the wider story
of children’ publishing, that can help us understand how publishing
trends and reading habits have changed over the years.

Children looking at Enid Blyton Archive as part of Secrets, Mystery
and Adventure event at Seven Stories
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With each new acquisition the Seven Stories collection becomes
broader and more multi-layered – telling not just one story of
children’s books in modern Britain but many. The Seven Stories
collection now not only documents the history of publishing for
children but gives a unique insight into the very nature of children’s
culture and childhood in Britain – charting the changing ideas on
what subjects our children should and shouldn’t be exposed to, the
shifting opinions on whose lives and experiences children’s books
should represent, and the impact that wider society and politics has
had on childhood experience.

Seven Stories uses its unique collection in all sorts
of ways. Since 1996 the museum has curated no fewer
than 30 exhibitions, showing thousands of original
artworks and manuscripts, drawn increasingly from the
collection itself. Exhibitions have travelled to nearly 50
museums and galleries all over the UK, from Canterbury
to Kilmarnock, reaching nearly 2 million people and
making Seven Stories one of the most active touring
museums in the country.
Archive discovery opportunities have inspired
thousands of children and young people to write, draw,
talk, read and perform.
The first online catalogues were launched in 2005 and
the Seven Stories database now includes nearly 16,000
records and is accessible worldwide.
Seven Stories has hosted hundreds of researchers,
both individuals and groups, exploring topics ranging
from school stories to radical activism in picturebooks
and from fairy tales in children’s theatre to the evolution
of merchandising.
With partners at Newcastle University’s Children’s
Literature Unit Seven Stories has also developed
dozens of research collaborations; the latest joint project
is to map research pathways through the recently
acquired archives of literary agent Laura Cecil and the
writer and editor/critic partnership Aidan and Nancy
Chambers. Both of these collections contain valuable
material that will be used to explore challenging new
histories of children’s books. The period covered by
these collections was one of radical change in attitudes
towards writing for children and these collections will
help us understand and interpret this for our audiences.

David Almond in Where Your Wings Were….Journeys with David Almond
exhibition showcasing the Seven Stories collection

The team at Seven Stories work hard to look after
the collection and keep it safe for future generations.
Seven Stories conservator, Rosalind Bos, ensures that
all our books and archives are housed in the correct
conditions and carries out repairs when needed. She
has recently been working on some fascinating artwork
by Pearl Binder (1904-1990) which was donated by the
artist’s family in 2016.
From 2014-18 Seven Stories was supported through
the Heritage Lottery Fund’s Collecting Cultures
programme to acquire important new collections of
artwork, poetry and young fiction. The funding enabled
the museum to purchase work which would not otherwise
have been available. It also supported the often substantial
costs associated with taking in donations and helped to
make newly acquired work available to the public.
The most recent exhibition to be launched at Seven
Stories, ‘Where Your Wings Were’ celebrates the work
of North East author and patron of Seven Stories, David
Almond. David’s archive was one of the largest acquisitions
made with Collecting Cultures funding, with additional
support from the Friends of the National Libraries.
As part of the museum’s bold vision for the future,
Seven Stories wants to continue building the
collection, acquiring more exceptional work by authors
and illustrators past and present, and enabling as many
people as possible to be inspired by it.

Kristopher Mckie is Collection
Manager at Seven Stories.

Judith Kerr in Tiger, Mog and Pink Rabbit; a Judith Kerr Retrospective exhibition

How you can help
Every year over 175,000 people join in and enjoy the Seven Stories
Collection in galleries, through our touring exhibition programme and online.
Our creative learning and engagement programme involves 30,000 children, young
people and teachers each year. Donations help ensure that everyone has the
opportunity to learn about and respond to the stories represented our collection.
Your donations allow the expert team at Seven Stories to care for and restore
works in the national collection for the enjoyment of visitors now and in the future.
As a registered charity, Seven Stories relies on generous donations from
individuals, companies, trusts and foundations to support our work. If you
would like to help to save, celebrate and save Britain’s wonderful heritage
of children’s literature, please get in touch.
Kate Edwards, Chief Executive kate.edwards@sevenstories.org.uk
Sarah Lawrance, Collection & Exhibitions Director
sarah.lawrance@sevenstories.org.uk
Amanda Beckham, Fundraising & Development Manager
amanda.beckham@sevenstories.org.uk
www.sevenstories.org.uk
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do like to be surprised. I know that, for me, if I planned, it
would just squeeze the life out of twists like that,’ says Kiran
Millwood Hargrave. She’s talking about the great “aaaah!”
moment towards the end of her latest novel, The Way Past
Winter, but she could equally be highlighting the path her
own life has taken. The 28-year-old may have achieved plaudits
galore for her first two novels, The Girl of Ink and Stars and The
Island at the End of Everything, with rights sales enabling her to
pursue a career as a full-time novelist straight from university, but
she is emphatic that she never intended to be a writer.
‘It didn’t occur to me,’ she says. ‘This is what’s still so shocking, now
that I can’t imagine doing anything else. It just never occurred to me
to write books, just like it didn’t occur to me to write poetry until
I was, it didn’t occur to me to write a children’s book until I was,
didn’t occur to me to write an adult book until I was,’ she marvels.
It’s hard to believe, given the accomplishment of her captivating
third novel, The Way Past Winter. It centres around a quest to
reunite a family and return home – a thread that runs strongly
through Millwood Hargrave’s work and life – and a young heroine,
Mila, who, she says, is the character most resembling herself that she
has yet written.
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Kiran Millwood Hargrave

Interviewed by Michelle Pauli

‘She loves her home, her life, she doesn’t want things to change.
And then something monumental happens that means she has to
enact change herself,’ Millwood Hargrave explains. ‘It’s Mila who
must create the change and that’s something she never thought she
would want to do or be capable of doing. There is this real growth
into her belief in herself but ultimately she is still a homebody and
that is where she sees the end of her journey – returning home.’
The book is set in a forest that is encased in an eternal winter. Snow
lies heavy and Mila and her siblings, who are effectively orphaned,
are struggling to manage. When Mila’s older brother disappears in
the company of sinister men she must make the journey out of the
forest and towards the sea, guided by a mysterious mage called
Rune. Islands are another key theme for Millwood Hargrave (both
her previous books are set on them) and The Way Past Winter
contains perhaps the most magical example yet – Thule, a mystical,
mythical island that is beyond imagining yet that Mila must imagine
in order to find it and discover its terrible secret.
It’s a tale that longs to be read aloud around a fire on a dark, wintry
night and, indeed, was almost designed to be so. ‘My mother is
half Indian and grew up there and gave me a love of myths and
oral traditions. I always say that my stories are best read out loud
because the way I write them is I tell them to myself in my head and
write them as I go. When I’ve finished my first draft I will make my
husband read it to me. It’s the best way to hear mistakes and the best
way to be told a story,’ asserts Millwood Hargrave.

This novel draws on Scandinavian and Slavic mythology and occupies
a world out of time, moving from magical realism to fully fledged
fantasy, which took Millwood Hargrave herself by surprise when she
was writing. ‘It’s extraordinary but recognisable so the reader can feel
like they are on solid ground then I enjoy the gradual ripping apart
of that fabric beneath their feet, the safety net, and I think if you earn
the trust of the reader you’re allowed to do that,’ she explains. It is
the kind of story that, in less skilled hands, risks becoming bloated,
billowing out of control. Instead it is restrained, eschewing the lure
of subplots for a focus on the central journey and the strength of the
characters.
A clue to this restraint might be found in Millwood Hargrave’s
background as a poet, where each individual word really does
matter. Again, this path was not planned. She was always a reader
rather than a writer and imagined she would stay that way. A degree
in English Literature with drama and education from Cambridge
didn’t shake that belief and although careers in teaching or the
law beckoned, neither felt quite right. Having got through her
two final years at Cambridge in a state of crisis due to mental
health challenges, it became necessary for her to take a year off
afterwards, moving back to her family home and dealing with a
crippling depression. Unexpectedly, poetry became a life raft. Her
boyfriend – now husband – bought her the TS Eliot Prize longlist
and ‘suddenly there were these people using language in ways that
I’d never thought you could use language and it excited me. It never
occurred to me to write until I read those poems and wanted to do
something with them,’ says Millwood Hargrave.
She took a methodical approach to building up a collection, sending
off hundreds of poems to magazines in the hope that one, then two,
then more would be accepted and published.
‘Poetry was very much about saying you can do something, you can
complete something and get better at something. These things are so
often put down to talent but it’s as much work and reworking. It very
much became a habit, which was very motivating because, even if
I spent all day in bed, if I’d written a poem I’d achieved something
and that felt good,’ she says.
It is a period that is clearly not easy for Millwood Hargrave to talk about
but she is keen to be open now that she has recovered because ‘every
time I even slightly mention it someone gets in touch and says that
they really needed to hear that this can end – because when you’re in

depression it really does feel like there is no end. It’s an illness and the
only way to survive it is to talk about it and to ask for help.’
In combination with intensive therapy her mental health improved
and, as a result of her published poetry collections she applied for
creative writing courses. She had a book deal with Chicken House
by the end of her second year. Within two years of finishing she had
published her spellbindingly beautiful debut The Girl of Ink and
Stars, which went on to win the 2017 Waterstones Children’s
Books Prize, followed by the haunting The Island at the End of
Everything, which was shortlisted for the Costa Book Awards and
the Blue Peter Awards.
Millwood Hargrave’s writing career may have been unplanned but,
thankfully for her readers, she is now determined to make it her
life. Coming up are a YA novel next year, part of Orion’s feminist
Bellatrix series, another children’s book in October and then her first
adult novel, The Mercies, in 2020. However, she still can’t quite
believe how things have turned out: ‘I was so happy reading I felt
no need to contribute my own stories because if I had to choose
between writing and reading I’d always choose reading. It’s strange
to me still that I’m here – it’s all so exciting!’
The Girl of Ink and Stars, Chicken House, 978-1910002742, £6.99
The Island at the End of Everything, Chicken House, 9781910002766, £6.99
The Way Past Winter, Chicken House, 978-1911077930, £10.99

Michelle Pauli is a freelance writer
and editor specialising in books and
education. She created and edited the
Guardian children’s books site.
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Windows into illustration:
Tim Hopgood
Tim Hopgood’s first book was published in 2006
and won the Cambridgeshire Read it Again!
Award for best debut picture book. In 2008 he
won the Booktrust Early Years Award for Best
Emerging Illustrator and now has a string of
picture books to his name, including a series
inspired by popular songs. Here he describes his
approach to one of those, Moon River.
Moon River is the fourth picture book in the series, published by
OUP Children’s Books, inspired by classic songs. The words are
written by Johnny Mercer and the music is by Henry Mancini; the
song was written for Audrey Hepburn who sings it in the film
Breakfast at Tiffany’s.
Using the lyrics as a springboard and having listened to the song
over and over again, I start by working out who the characters are
in the story, what they look like and then, what’s going to happen to
them. While I was working on Singing in the Rain, I had already
chosen Moon River as my next project, so the ideas for it had been
building for some time.
The spread I’m going to talk about is the opening scene. In it, we
see a girl fast asleep in bed, hugging her teddy bear. In the room
is a white rocking horse which is positioned by an open window.
Outside we can see a big moon in the sky; the light from the moon
drifts through the open window, entwines around the rocking horse
and then makes its way towards the sleeping girl and her bear. On
the bed-post is a straw hat and at the side of the bed is a guitar. In
the film Breakfast at Tiffany’s, Audrey Hepburn is seen sitting in
her window singing the song while playing the guitar.
The room has an old-fashioned charm: there’s a fireplace, a heavily
patterned wallpaper, bare floorboards and blankets on the bed. I did
this to help the reader relax into the book; it’s not a contemporary
setting, we’re about to leave the stresses of the modern day far
behind! On the mantelpiece there’s a globe and a statue of the
Eiffel Tower and a toy boat. These are here as a suggestion of the
adventures and magic that’s about to take place.

I deliberately chose a limited colour palette
for this book. I stuck to a range of blues, and
used black in places to make the images more
dynamic. I wanted the colours throughout the
book to have a magical, enchanting quality.
I spent a good deal of time trying to get the light
from the moon to read as a river. I wanted it to
look simple, but effective, and not too slick! My
illustrations are compiled using an Apple Mac,
but having said that, a lot of what I do is done
by hand on paper. I use pencils, wax crayons,

girl asleep,
pencil sketch

version 17

Colour palette for Moon River
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version 20

Final version

charcoal, chalk, paint and ink. If you stepped into my studio I think
you’d be surprised by the amount of paper there is: I’m into markmaking! All my colour illustrations start off as black and white
drawings that are scanned and then assembled using the computer.
This enables me to experiment with the use of colour. Colour is
intrinsic to me and I spend a long time choosing the colours for
each spread.

When we turn the page, we discover that the rocking horse has come
to life: we see the girl riding the white horse bounding out into the
night sky and on the opposite page we see her ‘huckleberry friend’
the bear beckoning to her. He’s wearing a blue necktie, an old straw
hat and holding his guitar. Their magical adventure is about to begin.
Moon River is published by Oxford, hardback £12.99

A beautiful bedtime lullaby,
based on the classic song
ALSO AVAILABLE

CONTAINS AN
ACCOMPANYING
SING-A-LONG CD

LAVISHLY ILLUSTRATED BY

10

Ten of the Best

New Children’s Poetry
As National Poetry Day 4 October approaches, Charlotte Hacking
explains why children’s poetry is worth celebrating and chooses ten
recent collections to inspire a lifelong love of the form
There are so many reasons to be optimistic about the future of children’s poetry. Not only are
we seeing an increasing amount of children’s poetry being published, but there has also been a
significant shift in the quality of the production values in recent years. This has made choosing
only ten books for this list a virtually impossible task. I’m cheating slightly here by making a
couple of extra recommendations for some other wonderful books that link with other texts
I’ve recommended. I hope that there will be something here for everyone.
A Great Big Cuddle

A Kid in My Class

Michael Rosen, illustrated by
Chris Riddell, Walker,
978-1406373462 £10.99 pbk

Rachel Rooney, illustrated by Chris
Riddell, Otter-Barry Books, 9781910959879, £10.99 hbk

I cannot think of a more perfect
collection to introduce for the
youngest children to the joys of
poetry. Beautifully produced by
Walker, its oversized pages make
it ideal for sharing with an adult or
in a group. Sumptuous illustrations
from the unmistakable hand of Chris
Riddell add depth to the reader’s engagement with the text. A rich
mix of poems that play with words and sounds, engage young
readers with rhythms and rhymes and show that poetry can tell a
story or share our feelings. Poems that children will want to join in
with, move to and talk about..

The Dragon with a Big Nose
Kathy Henderson, Frances Lincoln, 9781847803658, £6.99
This is a collection I have come back to
time and time again. It’s a rare commodity,
a single poet collection for younger
children that explores a range and breadth
of forms and styles, taking them from the
familiar comfort of rhythm and rhymes to
the idea that poetry doesn’t always have to
rhyme and introducing more sophisticated
poetic devices such as assonance, imagery
and metaphor. The focus on familiar
themes; environment, people, animals, the lure of fantasy in dragons
and monsters in a voice that is authentic means that there are poems
in this collection for every child to enjoy.

Charlotte Hacking is Learning Programme
Manager at the Centre for Literacy in
Primary Education, a charity working to
improve literacy in primary schools.
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Rachel Rooney gives a masterclass of her
own in poetic form throughout this unique
collection. As the poems all centre around
different children, children will quickly
see themselves or parts of themselves
in one or a combination of the carefully
crafted characters. The poems cover a
range of characters and, in turn, emotions,
so there’s plenty in here to make children,
laugh, cry, consider and empathise. The collection has added appeal
due to the distinctive and captivating illustrations of Chris Riddell,
which work with the poems to make us feel like we know the
children; like they really are just kids in our class.

Moon Juice
Kate Wakeling, illustrated by Elena
Braslina ,The Emma Press,
978-1910139493, £8.50 pbk
Kate
Wakeling’s
musicality
flows
throughout the poems in this collection,
showing a consistent sensitivity to the
rhythm and power of language. There is
a fantastic range of subject matter, style
and form, giving subtle insight into the
interests of the poet and her fascination
with language. Throughout the collection,
children are introduced to colourful
characters, familiar experiences, powerful imagery, rich and
descriptive language and themes from the familiar, to the traditional
to the emotive and the fantastical. What is also wonderful is that as
much thought has been given to given to how the words work on
the page as off. For younger readers, this musicality is also central
to the poems in James Carter’s Zim Zam Zoom (Otter-Barry Books).
Many of the books on this list have been shortlisted for or have won
Centre for Literacy in Primary Poetry Award (CLiPPA). Find out more
about the award and access materials including videos of poet
performances at: https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline.
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Rhythm and Poetry

Karl Nova, illustrated by Joseph
Witchall, Caboodle,
978-0995488540 £5.99
Karl Nova, a hip-hop artist, won the
CLiPPA this year with this unique
collection of poems infused with the
lyrical rhythms of his music, bringing the
buzz of the rich spoken word YA scene
to a younger audience. Children love to
read and perform his work, but this is
also a book that could inspire many to
take up writing themselves. The poems
are rooted in everyday experiences
which readers can easily connect with and use as inspiration. For
younger readers, Thinker, My Puppy Poet and Me (Tiny Owl)
also introduces these ideas, alongside captivating illustrations by
Ehsan Abdollahi.

The Rainmaker Danced
John Agard, illustrated by Satoshi
Kitamura, Hodder Children’s Books,
978-1444932607, £6.99 pbk
As children grow with poetry, they
learn that poetry can give them licence
to have an opinion and a voice and
use this to communicate with an
audience. John Agard is a master of
this in his poetry. Never patronising to
his audience, his voice is powerful yet
subtle, and encourages a deeper level of
thought and discussion. Rich and lyrical
poems, set against striking illustrations
by Satoshi Kitamura, invite us to consider our own impact on each
other and the environment and to question, challenge and reflect.
In the current climate of fake news, poetry such as this is essential
in every classroom.

Werewolf Cub Rules
Joseph Coelho, Frances Lincoln,
978-1847804525, £6.99 pbk
Joseph Coelho embodies what we
need in a new generation of children’s
poets. Werewolf Club Rules, his first
collection burst onto the scene in 2015,
with its refreshing voice and depth of
style. From the playful and humorous
to the deeply reflective, tender and
emotional, Joe’s poetry shows what
can be achieved and enjoyed under
the broad spectrum of poetry. For older
readers, Overheard in a Tower Block,
illustrated by Kate Milner (Otter-Barry Books) offers us glimpses into
the life of the main character as he grows, from young boy through
adolescence to adulthood. The poems illuminate the challenges of
this young man’s life, but ultimately conclude in moments of joy and
possibility, offering readers at the transitional stage from primary to
secondary experiences to reflect on and connect with.

Everything All at Once

Steven Camden, Macmillan,
978-1509880034, £6.99pbk
A large number of the teachers on CLPE’s
Power of Poetry course described being
put off poetry at secondary school, when
the focus shifted from reading, performance
and enjoyment to a heavy focus on analysis.
It’s important as children move through
secondary that we continue to find and
recommend collections they can engage
with and enjoy on a personal and emotional
level. Steven Camden’s debut is a perfect
example of such a collection, speaking directly to teens about their own
lives through a series of poignant and emotive poems.

Moonrise
Sarah Crossan, Bloomsbury,
978-1408867815, £7.99pbk
Before Bloomsbury published The Weight
of Water, verse novels hadn’t entered into
the consciousness of many in the UK;
unless they knew of Sharon Creech’s Love
That Dog or Karen Hesse’s powerful Out
of the Dust. This form allows the reader
to gain so much with its unique space for
the reader to really get underneath the
story. Sarah Crossan is a master of the form;
using a rich variety of poetic techniques
and always managing to embody her characters so authentically that
the reader cannot help but be engaged and empathise – two key
skills we need to continue promoting with our young adult readers.
Moonrise is a personal and highly emotional narrative that explores
the injustices of the penal system and life’s inequalities. For upper
primary readers Kwame Alexander’s The Crossover and Booked
(Andersen Press) are fantastic examples of verse novels for this age.

A Poem for Every Day of
the Year / A Poem for Every
Night of the Year
Allie Esiri, Macmillan, 978-1509860548,
978-1509813131, £16.99
For adult readers of children’s poetry,
these handsome anthologies are perfect to
dip in to or to give a flavour of the wide
landscape of children’s poetry across eras,
forms and styles. The musicality of poetry
is explored through lullabies and rhymes,
the lyrical language of Shakespeare and
the more modern lyricism of George the
Poet and Kate Tempest. Classic poetry from Keats, Rossetti and
Causley sits alongside poets who shaped a generation such as Brian
Patten and Roger McGough and new poets like Shauna Darling
Robertson and Matt Goodfellow. Humorous poetry from the likes of
Spike Milligan and Edward Lear is juxtaposed with emotive poetry
from Derek Walcott and Imtiaz Dharker. The poems and poets are
thoughtfully chosen, reflecting a wide range of cultures and styles,
so whether you are a poetry novice or expert, there is something in
here to draw you in, inspire, entertain or reflect on.
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Beyond the Secret Garden?
#ReflectingRealities & #OwnVoices

The latest in Darren Chetty and Karen Sands-O’Connor’s series looking at
representations of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic voices in children’s books.
The recent report published by the Centre for Literacy in
Primary Education, ‘Reflecting Realities - A Survey of Ethnic
Representation within UK Children’s Literature 2017’ included
some startling statistics. Only 1% of children’s books published in
2017 for the 3 -11 year-old age group included a main character
from a Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) background. For
books containing any BAME characters (including secondary or
background characters) the figure rose only to 4%.
This compares to 14% of the population of England and Wales
self-reporting as being from BAME backgrounds, according to the
2011 census. However the disproportionality is even starker when
we focus in on the target demographic for children’s books. The
Department for Education reported in 2017 that 32.1% of pupils
of compulsory school age were of minority ethnic origins. Whilst
there appears to be growing awareness that children’s publishing in
the UK has lacked diversity at all levels historically, the CLPE report
offers evidence that calls into question the common claim that things
are improving in that regard. Additionally, these numbers only
indicate what was first published (or newly re-published) during

2017; how long these books will stay in print depends not just on
the quality of the book, but on the marketing and commitment by
publishers to keep books in print, and on booksellers, librarians,
and schools getting and keeping the books on shelves. In an age
of tight margins for publishers and high focus on testing in schools,
a book has to prove its ‘salability’ quickly if it is to remain available
for kids to read.
Some might suggest that the statistics improve if books for young
adults (12-18 years old) are included; the last five years have seen
the publication of several award-winning novels by YA writers
from BAME backgrounds such as Alex Wheatle, Patrice Lawrence,
Kiran Millwood Hargrave and Catherine Johnson. However, a
recent paper by Dr Melanie Ramdarshan Bold of University College
London notes that despite the spate of diversity initiatives (aimed
at authors and publishing professionals), authors of YA fiction from
BAME backgrounds accounted for fewer titles in 2016 than they did
in 2006. ‘There are many reasons that contribute to this dearth of
authors of colour – for example, structural inequalities, unconscious
biases in the publishing industry, the struggle to earn a living as an
author, and (ironically) the lack of author role models’ Ramdarshan
Bold comments. She explores these issues further in her forthcoming
book, Inclusive young adult fiction: authors of colour in the
United Kingdom, 2006– 2016.
The call to publish more writers from BAME backgrounds, or writers
of colour as is more commonly used, is one aspect of the social
media movement that has coalesced around the hashtag #OwnVoices.
The term ‘Own Voices’ was originally coined by YA author Corinne
Duyvis through a Twitter hashtag #OwnVoices which encourages
recommendations of books with a marginalised protagonist by YA
and children’s authors who share their identity. The hashtag, which
Duyvis started in 2015 ‘to recommend kidlit about diverse characters
written by authors from that same diverse group’ (Duyvis, tweet
posted September 6, 2015) has spread to cover all types of literature
for all ages. One thing that this suggests is that people involved
with children’s literature, and particularly authors of colour, have the
power to steer the conversation in good ways about and for authors
and characters of colour.
But why is it important to have #OwnVoices authors or
#ReflectingRealities books? One thread of ‘Beyond the Secret Garden?’
has been identifying how historically many representations of BAME
children written by white British authors have been shaped by, and
shaped, racial stereotypes. The re-edits of Enid Blyton’s work have
been important in the continued marketing of her books. We are now
far less likely to find The Three Golliwogs in classroom reading
corners than, say, the 1970s. Similarly, Helen Bannerman’s Little
Black Sambo is rarely seen, though The Boy and the Tigers and
The Story of Little Babaji, both rewrites credited to Bannerman
remain popular. There is clearly more to white writers depicting
BAME people than avoiding the names ‘Mumbo’ and ‘Jumbo’ as
contemporary versions of Bannerman’s classic do. However, even
in books that contain BAME characters almost universally regarded
as positive, a white author’s view of the world can colour (no pun
intended) the way that character places her- or himself in a world
dominated by whiteness.
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Written in 1991 by Mary Hoffman, with illustrations by Caroline
Binch, Amazing Grace is perhaps the most enduring picture book
with a BAME main character authored by a white writer. The book
can be read as a story about challenging racism. Grace’s classmates,
whilst not racially hostile towards her, do not believe that she can
play the lead character in the class production of Peter Pan.
The story’s conclusion – that in actuality she can – is a message
of empowerment, but of a particular kind. Canonical literature,
in the shape of Barrie’s Peter Pan, Longfellow’s Hiawatha and
Kipling’s Jungle Books, are all shown as narratives that Grace
can perform. Yet, they are all stories that have drawn criticism for
their depiction of people of colour by white writers. Paul Fox, for
example, discusses the depiction of American Indians (called by
Barrie the ‘Picaninny tribe’) in Peter Pan as ‘embodying every
conceivable racial stereotype of the primitive’ (Other Maps
Showing Through, Children’s Literature Association Quarterly
32.3, 257). Patrick Brantlinger argues in Dark Vanishings (2003)
that the ending of Longfellow’s Hiawatha indicates that ‘the
explanation for . . . the future sad fate of all the Indians is the
advent and spread of white civilizations’ (60). And one only has
to read Hanif Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia to understand
fully the problematic nature of ‘performing’ Kipling’s Mowgli,
particularly by a person of colour.
Hoffman and Binch do include a depiction of Grace acting out
Anansi stories also, but their examples are otherwise canonical
European stories plus the inclusion of Aladdin within mention of
the English tradition of pantomime. One of the popular versions
of the Aladdin pantomime includes a character named WisheeWashee, a ‘joke’ version of a Chinese name that recalls the
‘joke’ names in Little Black Sambo. These characters do not,
therefore, support Grace’s identity as a person of colour, but as
someone who has learned how to succeed in a white- and maledominated world.

The message that black girls can play white boys in school plays
isn’t one we would want to resist. Rather, we’d want to ask, ‘can
they also play black girls?’ Girl characters like Malorie Blackman’s
Hurricane Betsey or Girl Wonder would make excellent subjects for
a curious, active girl like Grace to act out. Blackman’s series about
these two girls first appeared in the 1990s, and were re-released
with new illustrations by Janie Smith while Blackman was Children’s
Laureate in 2014. However, unlike many of Blackman’s novels for
older readers, these beginning chapter books for middle grade
readers are rarely found on bookstore shelves. A girl like Grace who
‘loves stories’ and is Black British would have to have a good library,
independent bookshop, or motivated adult around for her to find
Blackman’s books, where she might just see herself reflected.
In response to Amazing Grace, our asking whether black girls can
also play black girls in school plays prompts a shift from a focus on
the imagination of readers to the imagination of authors, and this
shift is vital if white authors are to join BAME authors in reflecting
realities of Britain today.
Karen Sands-O’Connor is professor of English
at SUNY Buffalo State in New York. She has, as
Leverhulme Visiting Professor at Newcastle University,
worked with Seven Stories, the National Centre
for the Children’s Book, and has recently published
Children’s Publishing and Black Britain
1965-2015 (Palgrave Macmillan 2017).
Darren Chetty is a teacher, doctoral researcher
and writer with research interests in education,
philosophy, racism, children’s literature and hip
hop culture. He is a contributor to
The Good Immigrant, edited by Nikesh Shukla
and published by Unbound, and tweets at
@rapclassroom
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Non-fiction Round Up
Non-fiction continues to see some high quality
innovative publishing, with varied formats,
engaging texts and appealing illustration. Nikki
Gamble looks at recent new books, and selects
must-have titles for the new term.

are patterned around the page inviting the reader to pause for close
inspection, a dynamic, swirling shoal of fish captures the darting
movement and glimmer of scales in the sunlight.
The turn of each page surprises and prompts gasps of delight. It
is impossible to choose a favourite page in this gorgeous book, you
will have to find your own. Give it as a gift, buy it for the classroom,
or simply treat yourself. This one is a keeper.

This year has seen some superb non-fiction titles, particularly about
the natural world.
Nicola Davies has teamed up once again with Emily Sutton to bring
us a treasure chest of a book. A First Book of the Sea begins
with an enticement to open the pages and an invitation to wonder
at what will be discovered inside: ‘But remember – the waves tell
a bigger story. Over years they have worn rocks into the very sand
between your toes.’ Nicola Davies has a wonderful voice, creating
sublime images from the simplest of observations. She engages by
seeing the world through a child’s eye lens but in one skilful move
expands the view. The collection is thoughtfully arranged, into four
sections. The first, ‘Down by the Shore’ captures a childlike delight
in being the first to see the sea, ‘As if the whole ocean had been lost
and found again’. It conjures images of idyllic summers paddling,
surfing, building sandcastles, collecting shells and pebbles, finding
se creatures on the shore and in rockpools. The second section,
‘Journeys’ invites reflection, contrasting the epic journey of the blue

Moth: An Evolution Story is brought to us by another inspired
pairing: writer Isabel Thomas and illustrator Daniel Egnéus. The
narrative starts, ‘This is a story of light and dark. Of change and
adaptation, of survival and hope.’ Using the famous example of the
peppered moth, Thomas explains the concept of natural selection in
a way that can be easily understood by young children. Some moths
are born with peppered wings and some are jet black. The peppered
moths have more effective camouflage, until industrial pollution
leaves black sooty deposits on buildings and trees, then the survival
rates of the black moths increase and so do their numbers. However,
this is reversed as the world moves away from fossil fuels. The moths
are a sign of hope for a greener cleaner world. The presence of a
child reading a book on the opening spread and the same child
observing moths in their natural habitat on the final spread show
that we can learn from books but also from first-hand observation of
our world. ‘Be silent. Be still. Look closely at the trees’, Thomas urges
the reader. Egneus’ artwork adds emotional depth to this science
story, contrasting the delicate speckled moths and their feathery
antennae with the heavy blocks of dark smoke and spattered soot.
whale with the tiny steps taken by the humble limpet. ‘Under the
sea’ tells us about some of the strange creatures that live in the
depths. The final section ‘Wonders’ invokes a sense of awe: ending
with a quiet reflection: ‘Sand in my shoes/Salt in my hair/a pebble in
my pocket/The horizon in my eye.’ As we close the page we are left to
ponder the wonders that we have seen. Environmental messages are
subtly interwoven, it is suggested that shells are left on the beach,
we learn about people who live by the sea,
Emily Sutton’s illustration captures the full range of tone and
mood. A lighthouse pictured atop a cliff above swirling midnight
blue waters splattered with spume and spray captures the elemental
force of wind and ocean. An array of decorative shells and pebbles
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For school libraries, Simon Chapman’s Expedition Diaries is
an authoritative and informative series. The latest title Himalayan
Mountains charts an expedition into the Eastern Himalayas in the
Yunnan Province of China. The strength of this series is the writer’s
authentic voice, delicate watercolours and many photographs which
provide fascinating detail. It is a pity that photographs aren’t given
more space as finer detail is lost and consequently so is the opportunity
for maximising learning from the visual information. There is a
glossary, which is useful – though the dictionary style definition of
alpine ‘connected to high mountains’ is an example of a less helpful,
abstract definition for a young reader. An extended definition with
exemplification would be a better aid to understanding.

Following the success of Creaturepedia, Plantopedia is a glorious
introduction to 600 fascinating plants. As with the previous book,
Plantopedia uses a creative approach, grouping bite-sized nuggets
of information and an aesthetically pleasing layout. In the historical
section we learn that pyramid builders were paid partly in onions
and that the red sap of the Dragon Tree was used as ink in Roman
times. In a section titled ‘The Giants’ we discover the 15-metre-high
Elephant Cactus and learn that the Kapok tree grows to the height of
a 20 foot story building. This book is great for dipping into.

For independent summer reading James Campbell’s The Funny
Life of Pets will provide hours of amusement. The non-linear
format works in a similar way to a ‘create your own adventure story’.
For instance, dipping into page 104 describes the habit that some
dogs have of rubbing their bottom on the ground (no doubt causing
hilarity). To find an explanation, the reader is directed to page 54
and from there they can follow several choices including information
about dogs with worms on page 68. If gross humour is your bag, this
has a happy balance of grossness and fun facts.
Andy Seed’s Wild Facts about Nature is another good book to
keep children entertained this summer. This miscellany of easilydigestible information, is a good choice if you want to learn how
to say cat in 14 languages or otter in 15 languages (I’m hoping to
impress a few friends with my new linguistic competence).
One caveat for publishers: it would be good to see more nonfiction
for children providing information about sources. It is important that
young readers not only learn about the world we live in, but also
come to understand how we know.
Books mentioned:
A First Book of the Sea, Nicola Davies illus Emily Sutton, Walker
Books, 978-1406368956, £14.99 hbk
Moth: An Evolution Story, Isabel Thomas illus Daniel Egnéus,
Bloomsbury Children’s Books, 978-1408889756, £12.99 hbk
Plantopedia, Adrienne Barman, Wide Eyed Editions,
978-1786031389, £14.99 hbk
Himalayan Mountains (Expedition Diaries), Simon Chapman,
Franklin Watts, 978-1445156781, £13.99
The Funny Life of Pets, James Campbell, Bloomsbury Children’s
Books, 978-1408889947, £6.99 pbk
Wild Facts about Nature, Andy Seed, Bloomsbury Children’s
Books, 978-1408891872, £6.99 pbk

Nikki Gamble is Director of Just Imagine
Story Centre and Associate Consultant at
the University of London, Institute of
Education.
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Two Children Tell
Invertebrate Encounters
In the latest in her series examining children’s relationship with language,
Virginia Lowe has a warning for illustrators.
With my two children, problems could
arise during readings, when the illustrations
disagreed with what children knew to be
the case in the real world, most commonly
when animals were represented incorrectly.
This is not a problem when the creatures
were imaginary ones such as Dr Seuss’s or
Tove Jansson’s. But when they purported to
be animals from our world, especially in a
non-fantasy text, errors were often noticed
and commented on. It seems to be the small
creatures that illustrators are most unsure of. No
one makes a mistake illustrating an elephant
or a cat, but the familiar ants, bees, spiders
and snails seem particularly challenging.
Snails with four eyes (on the stalks and on the
sides of the head) were noticed in Bananas
in Pyjamas at five (5y0m) by Rebecca and
3y8m by Nicholas who also objected ‘Those
spiders have got people eyes!’. Rebecca also
commented out of the blue [no book present]
(5y8m) ‘You know that book Dinosaurs and all that Rubbish?’
[Yes.] ‘Well the snail in it - the snail on a leaf - it hasn’t got stalks for
eyes at all!’
There were bees with stings on their noses instead of on the back,
as those in Hop on Pop as Nick remarked at 6y7m. ‘Anyway, that
one would be dead’ he said, knowing that bees do not survive their
stinging defence.
They were fascinated by pictures of animals generally, as all children
seem to be, at least those who live with a pet. They could name
them by making their sounds enthusiastically, both going through
phases, before they could speak, of carting books around, locating
an animal, and begging the nearest adult to make the relevant
sound. There is a description of John trying to tell a visitor how
to get downtown to the shops. ‘Turn left [Meow meow] at the end
of [woof woof] the street [tweet tweet] and four streets to your right
[moo!] is [meow meow] William Street. Turn into there and you’ll see
[neigh – oink oink – meow] the bakery at the end of the [woof woof]
street near the bridge [baa baa].’
Of course this is easy with mammals, but not so much with the
mainly silent small invertebrates. Bees of course buzz, and Nick
showed he recognised this by ‘buzzing’ to both bees and butterflies
in Mrs Tittlemouse and Barbapapa’s Ark at 1y1m. At 1y4m among
his few words was ‘bir’ for ‘bird’. I was reading to Rebecca, and read
the word ‘bird’. Nick crossed the room to me, stared at the pictureless page, and then pointed to the writing declaring ‘bir’. He seemed
to understand already that it was the writing that carried the word.
He especially loved Richard Scarry’s Best Word Book Ever and he
could name all the animals on the animal opening except the shark
and the beetle at 2y0m – giving their proper names by now, not just
their cries.
At about the same age as Nick seemed to understand about writing,
Rebecca showed (1y5m) that she understood and remembered
stories. She was on my hip as I discussed books with a children’s
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librarian. We were both enthusing about
Whistle for Willie. Rebecca was listening
closely. ‘Ff - ff’’ she said – there was certainly
no picture of a dog in sight nor sound of a
dog outside the library. She was joining in
the conversation about the book, and kept
insisting ‘ff - ff’ until I agreed with her ‘Yes,
Whistle for Willie is about a dog’ at which
she smiled, relaxed and showed by her body
language that that was what she had been
trying to convey.
True to her scientific bent, Rebecca studied
the actual creatures. At 1y8m she was peering
very closely at ants, out in the garden. No
doubt we discussed the number of legs, and
the difference between ants and spiders, at
the time, because at 4y4m she spotted that
Little Miss Muffet’s spider in Briggs’ Mother
Goose Treasury ‘has only got six legs’ (then
discovered a few days later that Wildsmith’s
in his Mother Goose is similar). Conversely
at 3y11m in Summer, a book showing what children do in hot
weather, Rebecca (3y11m) queried on the picnic page: ‘Are those
ants?’ [Yes.] ‘But they’ve got so many legs!’ [You’re right! They’ve got
eight legs!] ‘Like spiders!’ [Do you know, I think the lady who drew
them didn’t know how many legs ants have!] ‘Perhaps she’d never
seen one’ [Perhaps.] I was clearly dubious, so a minute later she had
thought of another explanation. ‘Mummy, perhaps she didn’t know
how to count?’
So conformity to reality matters when illustrating picture books –
children have sharp eyes, and look more closely at things around
them than many adults do. If you are an illustrator, don’t assume you
know what a snail looks like – go and study one! Some children will
certainly spot anatomical errors.
Books mentioned:
Mother Goose Treasury, Raymond Briggs
Dinosaurs and All that Rubbish, Michael Foreman
Whistle for Willie, Ezra Jack Keats
Summer, Alice Low & Roy McKie
The Tale of Mrs Tittlemouse, Beatrix Potter
Best Word Book Ever, Richard Scarry
Hop on Pop, Dr Seuss
Barbapapa’s Ark, Annette Tison & Talus Taylor
Mother Goose, Brian Wildsmith
Dr Virginia Lowe lives in Melbourne, Victoria,
Australia. She is the proprietor of Create a Kids’
Book, a manuscript assessment agency, which
also runs regular workshops, interactive writing
e-courses, mentorships and produces a regular
free e-bulletin on writing for children and children’s
literature generally. See www.createakidsbook.com.
au for further details. Her book, Stories, Pictures
and Reality: Two Children Tell (2007) is published
by Routledge (978-0-4153-9724-7, £29.99 pbk).

I wish I’d written…

Kate Milner, the winner of the 2018 Klaus
Flugge Prize revels in the rhythm and
images of Dr Seuss.

Iona

Orran

Ailsa

Freya

Good Reads

Green Eggs and Ham
(978-0007355914) is published by
HarperCollins Children’s Books, £6.99

Our Good Reads were chosen by young people at Humbie Primary
School, East Lothian. Thanks to the pupils and to the school’s head
teacher Karla Pearce.

Maisie

Kate Milner won the 2018 Klaus
Flugge Prize with My Name is
Not Refugee (978-1911370062)
published by Barrington Stoke.

The book I wish I had written is Green Eggs and Ham by
Doctor Seuss. This is such a special book to me. As a child it
got into my head in a way that nothing else ever has. I often
find myself unconsciously reproducing the shapes I first saw in
this book. The Dr Seuss trees, for example, with their gloopy,
saggy curves balanced on impossibly thin trunks. Or his train
tracks twisting out across the white page, impossibly high,
impossibly far. The way Sam-I-am pursues the narrator with his
pile of green eggs and ham does have the qualities of a nightmare
but I quite enjoyed that sense of threat. What I didn’t like, as a
six year old, was the number of words on each page, it would
take ages to read all that! But, luckily, I was usually read to,
and then all those words made sense. The rhythm created by
those repeating rhymes is so powerful, it feels like an express
train gathering speed. There is such a sense of manic energy in
the words that when the break comes and the characters fly off
into mid air, the silence, the absence of words is very powerful.
It makes the reader hold their breath.

Quick Quack Quentin

Operation Bunny

Goodnight Mister Tom

Kes Gray illus Jim Field, Hodder Children’s
Books, 978-1444919578, £6.99

Sally Gardner illus David Roberts, Orion
Children’s Books, 978-1510101142, £5.99

This is a book about a duck who lost his quack.
It was good because it had a happy ending and
it was funny at the zoo part. You should read it
because it is so funny and the author lost the ‘a’
in his name too!
Freya

This is the tale of a little girl called Emily Vole
who was adopted by jealous people. When she
grows up they realise that she is not exactly what
they want. But can next door’s cat Fidget come
to the rescue and show her a magical world
she never knew existed? A fairy hating witch, a
mischievous set of golden keys and a train full
of brightly coloured bunnies are just a few of the
things that happen along the way.
Ailsa

Michelle Magorian, Puffin,
978-0141354804, £6.99
This story is set in the Second World War, where
a boy called William Beech, an evacuee, gets
moved to Little Weirwold. He stays with a man
called Tom Oakley, a gruff but kind man, and his
dog Sammy. This is a story of Tom and William
and how together they learn to overcome
their pain in their life. I love this story, it has
everything you would want a story to have:
happiness, sadness, love and loss. Once you
pick up this book you can’t put it down!
Orran

The Lottie Project
Jacqueline Wilson, illus Nick Sharratt,
Yearling, 978-0440868538, £6.99
This is a story about a girl called Charlotte who
has a new teacher. Her class is learning about
the Victorians and Charlotte wants to do it
differently from everyone. She wants to do it as
a diary. How will she get on with life as it goes
through the hard times? I really liked this book
because it funny and griping.
Lilli

Shifty McGifty and Slippery
Sam: The Cat Burglar
Tracey Corderoy, illus Steven Lenton,
Nosy Crow, 978-0857634832, £6.99pbk
This a story about lots of dogs and a robber cat
called Ruby. The story takes place in a cake shop
with a secret tunnel. Where will this lead and
what will they find? It’s a fun book because they
bake lots of cakes. It’s exciting too!
Maisie

Oi Frog
Kes Gray illus Jim Field, Hodder Children’s
Books, 978-1444910865, £6.99
I like this book because it rhymes. It’s silly and
fun. It’s mostly about an unhappy frog on a
log. You’d need to read it to find out if there’s a
happy ending.
Iona
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Obituary Clive King
April 24, 1924 - July 10, 2018

Author of Stig of the Dump, still one of the best-known titles in
twentieth century children’s literature, Clive King along with his three
brothers was brought up close to the village of Ash on the Kentish
North Downs. Going on to read English at Cambridge, he joined the
Royal Navy in 1943 and served on the Arctic convoys, repeatedly
making what Churchill described as ‘the worst journey in the world.’
Working for the British Council after the war while writing in his
spare time, King returned to Ash now with a small son and daughter.
Seeing them playing the same games around the disused chalk
pit he had once explored as a boy, he came up with the idea of
two modern children making contact with a stone-age child of the
same age. Taking three years to finish, the story tells how they play
splendid games together, ingeniously recycling the rubbish they find
there to construct dens and establish a regular water supply. Stig
himself, all shaggy black hair and broad grins, although wordless
comes over as an ideal companion. Gentle hints scattered throughout
suggest that he is in in fact a figment of the children’s imagination.
But for eight-year-old Barney, the younger of the two children, ‘Stig’s
always here. He’s my friend,’ and thousands of child readers ever
since have shared the same view. But A.A. Milne’s stories had always
been a favourite for King, and there are echoes in the last chapter of
Christopher Robin’s final farewell to Pooh Bear.

Turned down by twelve publishers the story was accepted by Kaye
Webb at Puffin Books who then waited a year before publication.
Beautifully illustrated by Edward Ardizzone, it went on to sell over
two million copies and remains in print. It was followed by sixteen
more novels, including The 22 Letters, a stirring historical adventure
within which three brothers devise an early alphabet. There was also
Ninny’s Boat, set in the fifth century AD at a time when it was
the Angles who were the migrants coming to Britain for a better
life. This novel was partially informed by King’s own time working
with Vietnamese Boat People while he was stationed in Pakistan.
He also drew on his British Council experience in The Night the
Water Came, which describes how a boy in Bangladesh survives
a cyclone, aided by hard-pressed relief workers. But there were to
be no more bestsellers, with King living a frugal life after moving
to a marshman’s cottage on the Norfolk coast, which he enjoyed
renovating when not walking the open spaces all around him.
The original chalk pit that inspired Stig of the Dump is now buried
underneath a golf course. But King’s enticing image of children
allowed to play for hours on their own in untamed countryside
never fades, particularly in today’s more anxious parental climate.
Living to the age of 94, he was still receiving fan letters about Stig
up to his death.

Nicholas Tucker is honorary senior lecturer
in Cultural and Community Studies at Sussex
University.
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reviews
Under 5s Pre – School/Nursery/Infant
Cyril and Pat

Ed’s Choice
Ready to Ride

HHHH
Sebastien Pelon, trans Vanessa
Miéville,words & pictures, 32pp,
978-1-91027-772-0, £11.99 hbk
Learning to ride a bicycle is not
easy. Of course, it is fine if you
have stabilisers or “little wheels”.
But you will need a great deal of
encouragement – especially if it
rains while you are out.
In this charming picture book
Sebastien Pelon charts the progress
of a small boy as he sets out on his
safe bike to progress, despite some
accidents and a certain amount
of plaster, to the freedom of the
“grown-up bike”. A cool palette –
soft greys gentle browns, moss
greens provide the landscape
through which his young protagonist
wobbles, falls and pedals, while he
himself is shown as a line drawing,
a figure in a black jumper. But there
is nothing insubstantial about him.
The artist’s deft lines ensure that
he has a satisfying solidity. The one
constant spot of colour is the pink

The Night Dragon

HHHH
Naomi Howarth, Lincoln, 32pp,
978-1-78603-103-7, £11.99hbk
Naomi Howarth has established herself
as an illustrator who brings colour to
the page. In her new picture book this
is especially true. Maud is a dragon,
a night dragon whose sooty breath
will cover the sky to bring on nightfall.
However Maud does not fly or breathe
fire and soot; she is despised by the
others. But what will happen when
those others fail to wake up in time
to bring the night? Will Maud find the
courage to spread her wings? Mouse
is convinced she can. When she does
something amazing happens.
In the past Howarth has taken a
traditional tale to work with but here
she is the author. The result is a
charming tale to bring delight to that
story at bedtime. While the theme
is familiar – coping with difference,
having courage to be oneself – here
it is neatly packaged and beautifully
presented. Maud, rather than
covering the sky with dark clouds
covers it in vivid colours; sunset
colours. Howarth makes good use of
the double page spread, creating a
lovely sense of space through which
the dragons can tumble and fly – an
illusion that becomes all important
when we see Maud flying around
the world to bring night heralded by
glorious reds, yellows and orange.
And then the final cheeky wave of her
tail as she disappears leaving those
sooty dragons behind. FH

(or is it red) hat of the creature
who accompanies the boy on his
learning journey, a large, softly
lumpy looking creature. Is it a father
substitute? Or an imaginary friend?
Does it matter? The assurance
with which Pelon presents him
engages the attention and the
imagination. There are no dragons,
wild chases, dreadful jeopardy but
at no point does the action flag.
We move between vignettes, visual
descriptions, and spacious spreads
sharing our hero’s tentative steps
through near disaster to triumph –
and a certificate for a Super Cyclist.
Masterly and engaging. FH

Loved to Bits

HHHHH
Teresa Heapy. Illus. Katie Cleminson,
David Fickling Books, 32pp,
978-1-910-200-63-6, £11.99 hbk
Both Teresa Heapy and Katie
Cleminson
have
established
themselves as picture book creators.
Here they team up and the result is
this satisfyingly attractive picture
book. Heapy’s gentle rhyming text
has a flowing rhythm that is perfectly
matched by Cleminson’s illustrations.
The illustrator’s bold ink outlines are
ideal for creating the cuddly body
of a teddy bear especially when
combined with her soft textured
palette. They also provide the perfect
visual vehicle for the adventures
enjoyed by Ted and his friend,
adventures that are the product of a
vivid imagination – but real no less –
hence the accidents that befall Ted.
Particularly satisfying is Cleminson’s
ability to fill the page; the images are
both childlike and child friendly as
is the text, a comfortable font size
and well placed to integrate with the
illustrations, matching the pictorial
experience to the narrative. Here
is a story of the friendship that can
only exist between a child and a toy
– an unconditional friendship that
has no regard for consequences or
appearances and is totally satisfying.
This is a book rooted in childhood
experience and should be enjoyed
by the youngest readers who will see
themselves in the pages as well as
nostalgic adults sharing it. FH

HHHHH
Emily Gravett, Two Hoots, 32pp,
978-1-5098-5727-2, £12.99 hbk
Cyril is lonely. There are no other
squirrels in the park – at least, that
is what he thinks, until he meets Pat.
Together they have fun. But Pat is not
a squirrel. Does this matter if he is a
good friend?
A lively rhyming text with a very
catchy refrain designed to catch the
listeners out as they joyfully join in,
is the perfect accompaniment to
Gravett’s witty illustrations. Making
full use of each spread, her energetic
lines convey humour and action to
engage the young reader as Cyril and
Pat leap, bound and bounce round
the park. Her colour palette matches
the mood; the park a lush green
space framed by grey buildings.
There is jeopardy as well as the
mood changes and with it the visual
tension; gone are the vignettes,
instead a series of dark dangerous
double spreads emphasise poor
Cyril’s situation. Throughout there are
amusing details to be discovered –
there is a badger icon on the rubbish
bin, a badger called Pete, perhaps.
We are reminded of an earlier picture
book. However, this is not just a piece
of nonsense. As with all Gravett’s
books there is more as she highlights
prejudice and assumptions based
on stereotypes – Pat is after all a
dirty, thieving rat according to the
other animals. But, as Cyril and Pat
demonstrate – and young readers
will have realised – friendship can
transcend such attitudes.
Another gem from this creator
of picture books that never fail to
delight. FH

Molly and the Stormy Sea

HHHH
Malachy Doyle, ill. Andrew
Whitson, Graffeg 32pp,
9 781912 050130, £7.99 pbk
When Molly wakes on a stormy
morning to find the house empty, she
realises that something is very wrong.
She gets dressed, grabs her most
precious possessions and rushes
to the harbour wall, where she sees
her mother with other women praying
that the red fishing boat that went out
with three fishermen will come back.
On the shore, she gives to the sea her
tiny cowrie shells, her photo of her
father, and lastly and in desperation,
her beloved doll, Megan, and begs
the sea to bring back her Daddy.
The sea takes each offering, and
nothing seems to happen. Her eyes
full of tears, Molly watches Megan
until she is a speck on the horizon….
and then there is a shout from the
harbour wall: “A boat!” The little red
fishing boat with all three men on
board comes home, and anyone who
is moved by that moment at the end
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of The Railway Children when Bobbie
cries out “Daddy! Oh my Daddy!” may
find a similar lump in the throat here.
The doll Megan had indeed gone to
find Daddy, and Daddy has brought
her home.
The illustrations by Andrew
Whitson are excellent, and match
the elemental nature of the story.
The women praying on the harbour
wall could be from any period in
time, with their cloaks, or shawls, or
coats blowing in the wind. Malachy
Doyle comes from Northern Ireland,
has lived in Wales and returned to
Ireland, and in this story he brings out
the necessity of our relationship with
the sea in all its variation and danger,
not only for those whose livelihood
depends on it, but also for the
families at home awaiting their return
each day. This picturebook has been
simultaneously published in Irish
and in Welsh, and will certainly find
readers to enjoy it, although, sadly,
not all attempts at bargaining with the
sea will be successful. DB

The Best Sound in the World

HHHHH
Cindy Wume, Lincoln Children’s
Books, 32pp, 978 1 7860 3169 3,
£11.99 hbk
What’s your favourite sound? Could
it be birdsong, a gentle waterfall,
some soft sibilance in a poem, or
waves gently breaking on the shore?
Perhaps like Roy, the little lion in
this lovely debut picture book, music
would get your vote.
Roy lives in the big city and is
surrounded by constant sound: his
neighbour Jemmy lemur is also a
music lover but his accompanying
‘noise’ dancing, clapping and vocals
are a terrible distraction for a great
musician in the making. To that
end Roy decides to collect beautiful

sounds; those that take his fancy,
he puts into small bottles and takes
home. The problem comes when
he tries to copy them with his violin.
Like his neighbour, Jemmy starts
collecting sounds to help Roy but this
only serves to annoy him.
The lion sets off next day to look
farther afield for the most beautiful
sound in the entire world. His search
takes him deep into the forest where
he collects the rain’s plip-plops and
high into mountains where he bottles
the twitter-tweets of birds. On he goes
adding to his collection, sounds from the
desert, by the sea and in the market. All
this only serves to confuse him: which
one is THE most beautiful of all?
Starting to feel lonely, Roy decides to
head home, sad and without that which
he sought. Could it be that what he’s
been looking for so far afield is, after all,
to be found rather closer to home?
That’s not quite the end of this
heart-warming saga but suffice it to
say that friendship is the key. The
superbly spirited scenes, both urban
and further off in wild parts, are an
absolute delight, littered as they often
are with musical notes emanating
from Roy’s violin, his friend’s
accompaniments and those distant
places, not to mention all those
enchanting bit-part players. JB

Supertato, Veggies in the
Valley of Doom

HHH
Sue Hendra, ill. Paul Linnet, Simon
and Schuster, 978 1 4711 7170 3,
£6.99 pbk
Jumping on the super hero
bandwagon comes this new zany
veggie book in the series, this one
set in a supermarket at night time.
Bored, the vegetables decide to play
hide and seek. “I’m great at hide and
seek!” shouts Broccoli. Supertato

starts counting… “499, 500! Ready or
not, here I come!” With his red cape
flowing and his black mask in place,
Supertato quickly finds his friends,
but Carrot finds a treasure map, so of
course, off they set to follow the trail.
[No-one notices The Evil Pea.] Through
all sorts of hazards, Supertato comes
out on top. But, disaster, finally,
spotting the treasure chest, they all
sink fast into quicksand. Who would
hear their cries for help? Against
his better nature, it is Evil Pea to
the rescue. Then, SURPRISE! What
(or who?) is in the chest? Whacky
drawings throughout characterise
the veggies in bright, bold colours;
these should appeal to a youngster,
especially a superhero fan, or one
who likes broccoli! GB

Once Upon a Wild Wood

HHHH
Chris Riddell, Macmillan, 32pp,
978-1-5098-1706-1, £12.99 hbk
“Once upon a time....” and a door
opens through which the reader – or
listener, steps into a world that will
often be both familiar and strange.
This is what happens in this new
picture book from the pen of Chris
Riddell – literally. The clever cover
design with its cut-out through which
we can see Little Green Cape book in
hand, standing in a doorway stepping
out to adventure inviting us to join
her; we cannot resist. We know we are
entering a fairy tale – the title alerts
us and we see surrounding our path
into the wood familiar faces; three
pigs, perhaps a wolf...seven dwarves.
Young readers will be delighted in
making the connections and will feel
a pleasant sense of familiarity.
Little Green Cape is off to a party
– Rapunzel’s party. Like all fairytale
questers she takes some useful items
– a stick, a bag of breadcrumbs, a
book among others. She will meet a
variety of characters on the way. Will
she come to harm? This is not a story
of great jeopardy and danger, though

there is a moment of crisis. Rather it
is a story full of humour and fun. Little
Green Cape is not only sensible and
polite, she is resourceful and helpful
– and the conclusion of her journey is
a riotous dance.
Riddell is not just a master of line
and colour, here very much on display,
but also of the layered narrative.
We are introduced to characters
and events in neat vignettes adding
movement and incident while the
full page illustrations are framed as
pictures subtly reminding the reader
that we are in a picture book world.
There are details to enjoy – the trees
with faces (a homage to Rackham
perhaps?), Little Green Cape’s
book has no title – not, I suspect
an omission but deliberate; Riddell
suggest this in his verse prologue
which also acts as the envoi. Who
knows where a story will take you?
“I wonder” thought Green...”what will
happen next...”
This is a joyful book designed to
give pleasure not only through the
humour of the text and illustrations
but through the underlying visual
satisfaction provided by a true artist
of the picture book. Pick it up, walk
through the gap between the trees –
and have fun. FH

5 – 8 Infant/Junior
The Girls

HHHHH
Lauren Ace, ill. Jenny Løvlie,
Caterpillar Books, 30pp,
978 1 84857 719 0, £11.99, hbk
Sasha, Lottie, Alice and Leela share
a special place, an apple tree where
they like to meet. Despite their
different personalities and interests
they are the best of friends, sharing
their dreams and their worries
together. As time passes their lives
take them in different directions
both in terms of their relationships
and careers. Childhood traits and
interests become adult careers;
Sacha, always practical and caring,
becomes a doctor and adventurous
Lottie an explorer. Although they were
‘as different as they were the same’

they remained the best of friends
sharing each other’s successes and
helping each other when they had
difficulties.
This is a delightful and beautifully
illustrated story which celebrates
female friendship. It does not idealise
however, recognising there are ups
and downs and that friends do fall
out sometimes too. The story is
aspirational suggesting a range of
possibilities in terms of the girls’ life
paths and quietly promotes diversity
through the ways the characters
and their relationships are depicted.
A books which would make a
wonderful present for young girls and
a great addition to library or school
collections of books on relationships
or girls and women. SMc
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The Visitor

HHHHH
Antje Damm, Gecko Press, 32pp.
978 1 7765 7188 8, £10.99
Over the years Elise, who is frightened
of everything and lives all alone in
a drab little house, has become a
complete recluse.
Elise is fanatical about having a
clean, tidy home and on occasion
leaves a window open to let fresh
air in. Imagine her surprise then
when one day in through the open
window sails a paper aeroplane.
Her response is to throw it into the
fire. Next morning she gets an even
bigger surprise: there’s a persistent
knocking on her door. Her visitor is a
little boy, who’s come in search of his
plane (and needs to visit the loo).

Having done the latter, it turns
out that her visitor is an outgoing,
inquisitive lad who asks Elise about
the pictures on her wall, and the
books on her shelves. When he
requests a story, she’s more than
happy to oblige, and having read the
entire book, the two play together
and have a snack after which, Elise
reluctantly suggests the boy should
go home. Before he leaves, he tells
her his name is Emil and thanks her
for the fun time they’ve shared.
As it grows dark, Elise, alone once
more, starts some paper folding.
Now all she need do is wait. A new
world of wonderful possibilities has
just opened up for her. The diorama/
cut-out style illustrations are superb.
Elise’s expressions really draw the
reader right in to this wonderful story,
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while the arrival on the scene of the
little boy gradually brings light, colour
and joy into her home and her life.
Her cheeks begin to glow, first a soft
pink, then brighter pink and as her
happiness grows, they take on a deep
red tint; in tandem, the house interior
becomes filled with the most amazing
bright hues.
This treasure of a book gently
demonstrates the benefits of being
open to new experiences, and the
transformative possibilities of a
friendship between the generations. JB

Sorrel and The Sleepover

HHH
Corrinne Averiss, ill. Susan Varley,
Andersen, 32pp, 978-1-78344-612-4,
£11.99 hdbk
Young squirrels Sorrel and Sage meet
on their first day at school and decide
that they are exactly the same: they
even have the same stripe on their
tails. Sage invites Sorrel to sleep
over, and Sorrel is not at all nervous
beforehand, because they are exactly
the same, but she finds that Sage
lives in a very big tree and has a lot
of relatives. She thinks that Sage
is very lucky, and feels ashamed
of her own smaller tree where she
lives with just her Mum. When Sage
wants to come to her house, Sorrel
makes lots of excuses (all illustrated
imaginatively), including the alleged
fact that they have painted the house
pink and the leaves are still wet, until
a flutter of pink blossom leads Sage
to Sorrel’s tree. Sorrel is embarrassed
and apologises for lying, but admits
that she didn’t think that Sage would
still want to be her friend if she knew
where she lived. Sage, invited to
sleepover and loving sleeping ’ in
pink clouds’, says it doesn’t matter
that they’re not exactly the same, and
that it’s all right to be a bit different.
Corrinne Averiss says on her
website that she writes tender and
humorous books for children, and
that is a good description. Her Dot
in the Snow, about an Inuit girl
befriending a polar bear, was wellreceived. Susan Varley is best known
for writing and illustrating Badger’s
Parting Gifts, a touching book,
published in 1985, that has helped
many children to cope with the death
of someone they love, and this book is
in a similar pictorial style- affectionate
illustrations in gentle colours. This
picture book is not only a good story,
but may well lead to useful classroom
discussions about friendship in spite
of differences. DB

The Secret Sky Garden

HHHHH
Linda Sarah, ill. Fiona Lumbers,
Simon & Schuster, 24pp,
978 1 4711 19262, £6.99, pbk
Funni has a special place she likes
to go on Saturdays, an abandoned
airport car park where she can see
for miles and watch planes take off,
play her recorder or fly her kite. After

a while she realises that something
isn’t quite right with her special place
and she sets about changing things,
clearing the rubbish away, bringing
in sacks of earth and planting seeds.
Before long a beautiful, secret
garden has grown. But Funni still
feels there is still something missing,
could this be someone to share her
special place with? When a young
boy called Zoo, passing overhead
on a flight home, spots the beautiful
secret garden on the car park roof he
decides he has to visit. Funni makes
the friend she craves to share her
secret garden and her interests too;
she finds it is much more fun to fly
kites and play music with Zoo than
on her own.
This is a lovely story about
creating natural beauty in the most
unpromising environment, building
friendship and sharing experiences.
The language is beautiful, the car
park was ‘greyer than the Monday
sky’, Funni ‘nuzzled’ seeds into the
soil and the flowers she grew were
‘bright as an emperor’s blanket.’ The
detailed illustrations are gorgeous
really showing the transformational
effect of the secret garden on the
environment and of making a friend
on Funni. Her wistful expression
when she realises something is
(definitely!) missing transforming
to one of sheer joy when she has
a friend to play with. A delightful
picturebook. SMc

endangered animals and migration.
The writer’s knowledge of the natural
world and passion for conservation
shines through this fascinating book.
A collaboration between the publisher
Nosy Crow and The National Trust this
would be a brilliant present for young
environmentalists and a great addition
to library and classroom collections. SMc

Selma

HHHHH
Jutta Bauer, Gekko Press, 48pp,
978 1 776572 120, £7.99 hbk
This is a lovely little picturebook
which raises big questions. A dog,
apparently depressed with his life
asks a wise ram what happiness is.
In reply the ram tells the dog the story
of Selma, a sheep enjoying a simple
existence involving a daily routine of
feeding, playing with her children,
talking with a friend and sleeping.
When a journalist interviews her and
asks what she would do if she had
more time she repeats her routine,
clearly happy to fill any extra hours
with exactly the same activities. The
reporter challenges her again, asking
what she would do if she had a million
dollars. Once more Selma replies in
exactly the same way suggesting she
would not change a thing about her
life, she is perfectly content with it.
Originally published in Germany
in 2003, Gekko Press’s reprint will

How to Help a Hedgehog and
Protect a Polar Bear

HHHHH
Jess French, ill. Angela Keoghan,
Nosy Crow, 978 1 78800 257 8,
64pp, £12.99, hbk
This is a fascinating guide to different
habitats in the world and the richness
of the wildlife which can be found
there. Each double page spread is
clearly laid out with excellent art work
and clear information including a
selection of fact files. Young readers
are encouraged to visit different local
environments and learn about the
species living there.
The writer points out that these
habitats are under threat and
explains the reasons, for example
from the actions of developers,
farming methods, pollution and
global warming. She doesn’t stop at
awareness raising however, this is
also a call to action outlining how each
individual can make a difference in
direct and practical ways for example
by staying on paths and keeping dogs
on leads in heathland or woodland
areas and putting rubbish in the bin.
Some ideas will involve children talking
to their parents using their ‘pester
power’ for example about the disposal
of batteries, by creating holes in fences
to allow hedgehogs to find food, or in
building an insect hotel, like the rather
splendid one illustrated. The back of
the book includes a useful glossary
and additional information about
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bring this philosophical, thought
provoking story to a new audience.
The small format is delightful and the
illustrations amusing and appealing.
The simple text belies the depth of its
message, encouraging young readers
to question, just as the dog in the story
does, what it means to be content,
whether money buys happiness, the
value of friends and family and the
pleasures a simple life can offer. SMc.

Belinda Brown

HHHH
David McKee, Andersen Press, 32pp,
978 1 7834 4617 9, £11.99 hbk
Your average fussy eater would surely
pale into insignificance alongside
banana-obsessed Belinda Brown. This
young miss demands the yellow-skinned,
bendy fruits at every meal and in-between
(she keeps a spare tucked into her sock)
and refuses to eat anything else. She
even falls out with best friend, Felicity
Jones over a banana incident.
Mealtimes in the Brown household
are lengthy, interesting times with
family members all gathering
together to discuss current affairs,
art and the weather; and all the while
Miss Bee is stuffing herself silly with,
bananas. Her mother is convinced

Belinda is going through a passing
fad; her gran however is concerned.
So much so that one day she urges
the child to accompany her on a
talking walk. Gran’s worry is that over
consumption of bananas will result in
an undesirable body curvature.
Now even Belinda isn’t keen on
this and so takes remedial action
courtesy of a heavy weight. This she
places on her head beneath her hair,
but the result is not exactly what
she’d been hoping for.
This totally daft tale is documented
in David Mckee’s zany inimitable
illustrative style and accompanying
bouncy rhyming text. Every one of
his characters is memorable and the
portrayal of the banana sharing twins,
a particular hoot. JB

Please, Mr Magic Fish!

HHHHH
Jessica Souhami, Otter-Barry Books,
978 1 91095 918 3, £11-99, hbk
This beautifully told folk tale, well
known across Europe, explores the
consequences of greediness. There
is lots of humour in both text and
illustrations, and the idea of making
a happy ending is especially well
handled in both. The language is
elegant, uncomplicated, with perfect
images that bring the story startlingly
off the page. Jack catches an unusual
fish that speaks to him before he
can get it in his bag. This magical
fish promises Jack his dearest wish,
should he release him back into the
sea. When Jack tells this remarkable
story to his wife, she rushes him back
to the shore to make a request of
the fish; they want a dry cottage, one
with a blue teapot and food in their
larder. Agreeing, the fish tells them to
“Turn around, turn around, and see
what you will see.” Their thanks are
abundant! The couple’s happiness
is however short-lived, as they revisit
the fish three times more, increasing
their requests as we watch them
becoming more and more splendid
but also more and more discontent.
Out comes their final request of the
fish, as they stand upon the shore
beside a boiling, dark sea to face the
now angry fish. “We want to be King
and Queen of all the land and sea,”
they say together. “Turn around, turn
around, and see what you will see.”
Oh dear, there it is, once again, their
cold, leaky cottage with a bare larder,
and they are dressed once more in
their raggedy clothes. But what next
for this couple? As readers, we are
asked to ponder on what life might
now hold for them. The author’s hope
is that they will become content,
catching lots of fish for market. On
the end papers, the author/illustrator
writes that she wished to change the
traditionally unpleasant natures of
the two main characters, to show how
the gifts of riches do not make for
happiness, and that their characters
change as their thanks to the fish
peter to nothing. With nods to The
Elephant and the Bad Baby, this
intriguing book will hold its own in any
modern library or home. GB
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The Cook and the King

HHHH
Julia Donaldson, ill. David Roberts,
Macmillan, 978 1 5098 1377 3,
£11-99,hbk
There once was a very hungry king /
Who needed a cook like anything.
Sailing on the enormous interest
in baking and cooking of all kinds
comes this latest offering from
Julia Donaldson. Julia creates her
characteristic
rhyming
couplets
which just bounce along making the
tale come alive. She has partnered
with David Roberts on several other
successful books, and this one is both
quirky and endearing. Cooking food
seems to be a subject that interests
children, with many a young fan of
the popular Bake Off TV programme.
So the theme of this tale will appeal,
as the exasperated King is seen
attempting to find himself a new cook.
Testing the skills of many a hopeful
applicant, their offerings are declared
“Too hot! Too cold! Too sour! Too
smelly!” by the grumpy King. Roberts
gives lots of opportunities to spot the
applicants’ odd culinary “treats”, from
a melting ice swan to a blackbird pie,
to sausages stuck in green jelly. The
King then spies a nervous applicant
who introduces himself as Wobbly
Bob. He sure does wobble, for he is
scared of... well, everything! Yet the
King decides to take him on adventure
after adventure, declaring first that He
wants fish and chips…. which involves
catching their fish then digging the
potatoes. Wobbly Bob gets away with
wimping out of every following activity,
telling us he is scared of worms, and
ants, and knives, that he is scared,
just terribly scared. Every time the
King comes up trumps, until there
HRH is, prepping the entire fish and
chips meal whilst Wobbly Bob hovers,
wobbling in the background. A cat
and a mouse appear somewhere
on each spread making for good
hunting for the reader as the King
and Wobbly Bob move towards
sharing their sumptuous meal. The
constantly recurring phrases from
each character will encourage young
readers to join in, speedily moving on
the narration. The whole story could
be well presented as a dramatic
production, and, surprise, surprise,
the position of cook to the King goes
to Wobbly Bob! Splendid fun. GB

Angry Cookie

HHHH
Laura Dockrill, ill. Maria Karipidou,
Walker, 40pp,
978 1 4063 8308 9, £699 pbk
Chocolate chip cookies are not usually
known for their anger issues, but this
one certainly has them! He (I think it’s
a ‘he’) doesn’t want us, the readers,
around. He says he’s very angry and
wants us to leave: ‘I am warning you.
I am very angry. And there is nothing
you can do about it.’ Well, we can
stick around, and that is exactly

what we do. We finally hear just why
the Cookie is angry. His ‘flatmate’ –
a cactus – plays the recorder, and
Cookie HATES the recorder; the nicetasting toothpaste has run out, so he
must use the grown-up sort; he’s had
his hair cut, and it looks terrible; and
to top it all off, the ice cream shop
has run out of his favourite vanilla
sundae! It’s enough to make any
Cookie angry! But because we have
stayed and listened to his moans, he
begins to realise that maybe there is
some point to having a friend after
all. And he finds that friends can help
make him happy. And just maybe, we,
too see the point of listening to our
friends when they talk about their
problems. The illustrations are a
treat – full of other foodie creatures
like bananas and strawberries and
chocolates, all of whom add to the
zany fun. “Who needs an ice cream…
when I have you,” says Cookie. ES

The Garden of Hope

HHHHH
Isabel Otter, ill. Katie Rewse,
Caterpillar Books, 26pp,
978 1 84857 713 8, £11.99 hbk
Maya and her dad and Pip the dog
live alone now that mum has gone
away. Has mum died, or has she left
them for some other reason? This is
not specified, and that is a good thing.
They are suffering; that is all we need
to know. And the anxiety and worry are
clear. They are in “a bit of a mess”, both
in the house and in the garden. When
dad tells Maya that mum used to plant
flowers in the garden when she felt low.
Maya determines to do the same thing,
and in the true spirit of that classic, The
Secret Garden, she does just that, first
weeding and getting the soil ready and
then planting many different seeds.
Sometimes Pip digs them up, but Maya
perseveres, and when the garden
begins to bloom, other creatures
appear, such as butterflies and beetles
and birds and bugs of all sorts – even
a hedgehog and a fox! The pages of
the story bloom too, gloriously, and we
see all this growth and joy and bliss,
and dad and Maya know hope once
again. This is a thoroughly uplifting
and beautiful book with outstanding
illustrations that really lighten the heart
and spirit. ES

Ruby’s Worry

HHHH
Tom Percival, Bloomsbury, 32pp,
978 1 4088 9215 2, £6.99 pbk
Anxiety is a major area of concern in
children’s literature these days, and
this simple but effective story is an
interesting addition to the genre. Ruby
is a very happy, contented girl, but one
day a small worry comes into her life.
We don’t know what it is, but what
we see is a yellow-coloured creature
always by her side, and because she
continues to think about the worry,
it becomes bigger and bigger until it
threatens to takeover her life. Ruby is

no longer happy, but no one seems
to notice: ‘Ruby didn’t realise, but
she was doing the worst thing you
can ever do with a Worry…she was
worrying about it.’ It is only when she
sees a boy in the park who also looks
anxious and is accompanied by a
large blue creature that she begins to
know that other people have worries
too. Sitting down by the boy, she asks
him what is wrong – and he tells her.
His blue worry starts shrinking, and
when Ruby also talks about hers, her
yellow worry also disappears. They are
both delighted and have learned the
important lesson of talking about their
anxieties. Ruby now knows just what
to do when a new worry develops.
The pictures with their personalised
worries are a delight, and the changing
colours from light to dark reflect Ruby’s
changing moods. An excellent way of
explaining to children the only real way
to get rid of one’s concerns is to talk
about them. ES

Splash Day

HHH
Nick Sharratt, Barrington Stoke,
80pp,9781781128275, £6.99 pbk
This is from the Barrington Stoke
Little Gem series and is a little gem.
It is a perfect chapter book for early
readers who are just venturing in to
a little more text one each page. It’s
a great hand held size and is based
on an actual splash day which takes
place in a school in Brighton says Nick
Sharratt, the author.
It is a straightforward story told in
a bright and colourful way through
rhyme. There is suspense at the
beginning as there are all sorts of
‘vessels’ out in the playground and we
wonder why. It really makes you think
about the excitement engendered in
a special day like a splash day – we
probably don’t think of it in the same
way as adults at times so regaining
the joy of this is rather good for us!
The pages then introduce all the
characters who will take part in the
splash day including all the teachers
- great drawings of people with rubber

rings, flippers and wet suits… This all
builds up into splashing itself, there
is a surprise in store for all the pupils
too. The book wraps up nicely with
everybody drying out.
This is a perfect pocket first
chapter book encourager with those
distinctive, humorous Nick Sharratt
illustrations and rhyme. SG

What do you do if your house
is a zoo?

HHH
John Kelly, ill. Steph Laberis, Little
Tiger Press Ltd, 32pp, £10.99 hbk
John Kelly, ill. Steph Laberis, Little
Tiger Press Ltd, 32pp, £10.99 hbk
This is a colourful big picture book
about pandemonium caused when
one Mum and Dad finally agree
that their son can have a pet. Their
son, Oscar, puts an advert on a
noticeboard saying “Could you be the
pet for me?” Lots of very interesting
replies then follow. The book is set
out in letter form with different fonts
representing the different animal’s
handwriting.
The different pictures reveal the
characters but so do the letters
themselves. These are for a slightly
older reader or to be enjoyed being
read. The humour is multi layered
so there is something for everyone.
For example the Gorilla’s card reads
“Greetings, tiny adorable human….
You will be the perfect pet for me!”
All the animals think they will be
perfect for Oscar and descend on
the house which soon descents into
chaos. At one point Mum can’t leave
as the meerkat sentries have put
bouncers on the gate! The cartoons
are quirkily, sketchily drawn which
gives lots of life and zaniness to the
proceedings. There is a mixture of
compartmentalised pages of pictures
and big pictures which engages the
reader AND a sweet ending. You
might guess which pet Oscar goes for
in the end but it doesn’t matter - it’s
an enjoyable story with great animal
fun. SG

8 – 10 Junior/Middle
First Prize for the Worst Witch

HHHH
Jill Murphy, author and illus,
Puffin, 185pp, 978-0-141-35509-2,
£9.99 hbk
This book is the latest in the series of
Worst Witch novels begun in 1974.
In this adventure Mildred, Maud and
Enid return for their fourth year at
Miss Cackle’s Academy for witches.
There is a ceremony known as Fourth
Year Firsts, where trainee witches are
given prizes for their work to date.
Everyone knows that Mildred’s arch
enemy, Ethel Hallow, will win several
prizes. She is odious but magically
talented. All the girls want to win
the coveted position of Head Girl for
their last year at the academy. The

appointment is made by the Head
and her deputy. Does Mildred have a
chance?
Mildred has a trademark gift. She
makes well-meaning but hilarious
mistakes which end up working out
well for her and her friends – though
less well for Ethel. In this escapade
she comes across a circus and talking
animals. Murphy’s unique talent is to
combine a typical boarding school yarn
with illustrations that bring the story
within the compass of very young or
struggling readers. For many years now
Murphy has provided excellent read
aloud material for teachers, librarians
and parents – and this latest book is
well up to her distinguished mark. RB
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The Girl who thought her
Mother was a Mermaid

HHHH
Tania Unsworth, Zephyr, 238pp,
9781788541671, £10.99 hbk
Stella has run away before, always
unsuccessfully, but now it is serious.
She is serious. She is determined to
find out the truth about her mother
because Stella thinks that maybe her
mother was a mermaid. She has one
clue – a name, Lastland Island. That
is her destination but what she finds
there will not only be stranger than
she can imagine but will land her in
real danger.
This is a very enjoyable adventure,
where reality mixes with a fantasy
in which the author has indulged
in “what if..”. It might be described
as “magical realism” or perhaps a
“fantasy” but these epithets would be
incorrect– both the Stella’s world and
adventure and the fantasy element
are too real for either to fit neatly. Nor
will the reader care since Unsworth’s
imagination convinces from the first
sentence to the last. Her prose is
clear and direct and the reader’s
sympathies are quickly engaged.
Stella’s longing to find out more is
very understandable as is her home
situation with a father immersed in
work. Characters are neatly drawn.
Both Stella and her best friend Cam
emerge as credible schoolgirls while
even the frightening Marcie convinces
in her obsession and cruelty. At the
heart of the story anchoring it is a
strong ecological message; what
would the reader do if faced with a
fantasy creature? What would be the
consequences of publishing such a
find? There is a trend with authors
exploring this particular mix of the
real world with the fantastical. This is
an example to be welcomed – and not
least for the attractive design both of
the jacket and the page decorations
subtly breaking up the text. This is
one to recommend to KS2 readers
who are already exploring worlds that
challenge the imagination. FH

The Great Telephone Mix-Up

HHHH
Sally Nicholls, illus Sheena
Dempsey, Barrington Stoke,96pp,
978-1-78112-753-3, £6.99 pbk
In the village no mobile phone can get
a signal. There is a huge storm. The
wind blows down the telephone wires
carrying the landline signal. When the
lines are restored, everyone’s phone
signals go to the wrong subscriber’s
house. Outgoing calls also go astray.
Nicholls poses the questions how
people will respond to this telephone
crisis and whether by chance it
might engender a closer sense of
community as people take calls from
random strangers.
The villagers include Margaret,
the village organiser engaged in
setting up the May Fair, the Cubs –
a cinema club - and the Women’s

Institute. A boy named Will is grateful
for the telephone malfunction, since
his mother’s phone is often used to
inform her what trouble her son is
currently in. An old lady living alone
is Jean. She is concerned that she
can’t call for help if she needs it. A
young woman tries to call a young
man who appeals to her. She can’t
contact him but she gets through to
Jean, who by good fortune will act as
a matchmaker.
The novel contrasts the world
where automated systems are
working well with the more chaotic
world where the same systems
behave in a haphazard and
unpredictable way. The author is
of course quite aware that such
breakdowns in automated systems
do occur in the real world. This
book makes an enjoyable read,
with telling support from Dempsey’s
illustrations. But readers who are
familiar with Nicholls’s earlier work
(such as Things a Bright Girl Can
Do) will know that she is capable
of deploying convincing characters
in a far broader context. The
characters who bestride this little
book constantly remind the reader
that they would be at home in a more
ambitious landscape. RB

The Great Sea Dragon
Discovery

HHHHH
Pippa Goodhart, Catnip, 260pp,
9781910611081, £6.99 pbk
Set in Grantchester, near Cambridge,
in the early 1860’s, this fascinating
historical novel tells the story of Bill
Ellwood whose small, rural world is
greatly changed when coprolites,
the fossilised contents of dinosaurs’
stomachs, are discovered in the
village fields. Mining companies arrive
to dig for coprolites to use as fertiliser,
wealthy landowners become richer,
new people with new ideas arrive and
the landscape and way of life change.
Bill is a curious boy, fascinated by
the natural world, and when one of
his experiments causes his father
to lose his job, Bill begins to earn
money for his family by selling fossils
that he finds. Then Bill makes an
amazing discovery when he unearths
the bones of a huge sea dragon, an
ichthyosaur. Bill and his cousin Alf
nickname the sea dragon “Croccy”
and battle to keep the skeleton safe
from thieves until they can sell it to a
Cambridge scholar and make enough
money to save their families.
This is a gripping and heartwarming historical adventure story
set during a period of great change
when the ideas of Charles Darwin
and the discovery of dinosaur fossils
were causing upheavals in Victorian
society. Bill, with his curiosity,
intelligence and bravery, is a very
engaging character who faces many
dilemmas as he tries to bridge the
gulf between his quiet, traditional
village and the wider world of science
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and ideas. Many themes are drawn
into this book, the conflict between
science and religion, the gap between
rich and poor, the inequality of the
class system and the destructive
nature of family secrets and lies.
These themes are woven together
in a skilfully written story with clever
subplots, exciting and dramatic set
pieces and a moving climax when Bill
saves the life of his new baby brother
and learns the truth about his own
identity and place in the world.
This is a beautifully written,
poignant and thought-provoking
book, full of intriguing ideas which
link brilliantly with such curriculum
subjects as evolution, adaptations
and heredity. It is the perfect read for
children who love adventure stories
and are fascinated by history and the
natural world, particularly dinosaurs
and fossils. SR

The Day War Came

HHH
Nicola Davies, ill. Rebecca Cobb,
Walker, 40pp, 978 4063 7632 6,
£10.00 hbk
In the spring of 2016 Nicola Davies
wrote a poem in response to
our government’s refusal to give
sanctuary to 3,000 unaccompanied
child refugees. It drew on a news
story of a refugee child refused entry
to a school because there wasn’t a
chair for her to sit on. The poem was
published on The Guardian website
accompanied by images of empty
chairs by Jackie Morris and Petr
Horácek. In a remarkable outpouring
of support, hundreds of people posted
their own images of empty chairs on
the website. This is the picturebook
of Nicola’s poem with illustrations by
Rebecca Cobb, endorsed by Amnesty
International, with £1 from every sale
going to the charity Help Refugees.
The poem itself is understated and
eloquent, bringing the terrifying
experiences of a young refugee within
the imagination and understanding
of a child reader of the same age
who, thankfully, might never face
the same trials. In particular, I like
Davies’ succinct expression of the
long-term psychological effects of
conflict: “But war had followed me. It
was underneath my skin, behind my
eyes, and in my dreams. It had taken
possession of my heart.” This sense
of the pervasiveness of war finds
expression, too, in the anxiety and
fear found in the people to whom she
might turn for help: “War was in the
way that doors shut when I came down
the street.” In contrast, the children
offering chairs at the optimistic end
of the poem is a perfect metaphor
for the sympathy and hospitality that
has so often been missing in the
response of rich European countries
to the recent refugee crisis. Rebecca
Cobb’s illustrations have a childlike
quality that reminds me of the kind
of pictures that refugee children
might draw themselves, in which an
innocent eye and naïve technique
underline the awful experience that
the drawings of guns, bombs, broken

buildings and broken bodies can only
inadequately but dreadfully express.
This is a book to be admired for what
it says and how it says it. It deserves a
wide audience. CB

Tilly and the Bookwanderers

HHH
Anna James, HarperCollins, 378pp,
9780008229863, £12.99 hbk
Eleven-year-old Matilda Pages, Tilly,
has lived with her grandparents above
their bookshop, “Pages & Co”, ever
since her mother disappeared soon
after she was born. The bookshop
is a dream home for a book loving
child and Tilly relishes escaping into
the enticing worlds of her favourite
stories. When Tilly starts meeting
characters from her favourite
children’s books between the shop’s
shelves, she begins to realise that
there is more to “Pages & Co”, and
to her grandparents, than meets the
eye. Once Tilly has discovered the
magic of “bookwandering”, crossing
from real life into story book worlds,
and travelling back again, she and
her friend Oskar, with the help of
Anne of Green Gables and Alice
in Wonderland, step into fictional
worlds to try and solve the mystery
of Tilly’s mother’s disappearance.
The children are pursued by the
mysterious and sinister Enoch Chalk,
who is convinced that Tilly and her
family have broken the strict rules of
bookwandering.
This magical adventure story will
appeal to those book loving children
who understand the pull of fictional
worlds and appreciate how exciting
it would be to meet a favourite
book character. The concept of
bookwandering is imaginative, the
voices of the fictional characters
sound authentic and the settings
are well drawn, from the cosy,
comforting bookshop to the intriguing
“Underlibrary” where bookwandering
records are stored. However, the story
does rely on considerable knowledge
of classic children’s books and the
pace and plot do get somewhat
bogged down in explaining the very
complicated rules of bookwandering.
There is rather too much exposition in
this first volume of what is obviously
intended to be a series, but those
readers who enjoy all the fictional
references will look forward to future
bookwandering adventures. SR

Run Wild

HHHH
Gill Lewis, Barrington Stoke,
106pp, 9781781128282, £6.99 pbk
This story of the need for young
people to connect with the natural
world is beautifully written by wildlife
author Gill Lewis and accessibly
presented in publisher Barrington
Stoke’s
characteristic
dyslexiafriendly style. Izzy and Asha are
desperate to find a space where they
can practice their skateboarding away
from the threatening Skull brothers.
Their search leads them, together
with Izzy’s younger brother Connor
and his animal-loving friend Jakub,
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to the derelict gasworks where they
discover a wilderness they never
knew existed and an injured wolf that
needs their help.
When their newly discovered
wilderness with its amazing wildlife,
is threatened by developers and local
authorities all the children, including
the Skull brothers, combine their
skills to fight back and protect the
wild area that they need by creating
a nature reserve to be shared by the
local community.
This is a powerful and moving
story about the need to protect wild
spaces in urban landscapes and the
importance, for children, of being
free to explore and make connections
with the natural world. Barrington
Stoke, Gill Lewis and the charity
Rewilding Britain have combined to
publicise the importance of enabling
the engagement of young people with
the natural world. This is a poignant
and accessible book which portrays
a sympathetic group of young
people who have the determination
and commitment to defend what is
important to them. SR

A Bleakley Brothers Mystery:
What Manor of Murder?

HHHH
Christopher William Hill, Orchard
Books, 265pp, 978 1 40833 293 1,
£6.99 pbk
What Manor of Murder? is a
classic murder mystery for younger
readers. Its author, Christopher
William Hill, clearly knows this
genre inside out, and packs the
story with countless classic crime
tropes. Spooky old mansions,
gruesome murders, suspiciouslooking servants and enigmatic
inspectors, give the book the feel of
a good old Agatha Cristie romp, but
the characters’ youth and a raft of
spiffing good jokes make it perfect
for a young audience.
Eustace
and
Horacio
are
returning from boarding school
to Bleakley Manor to spend
Michaelmas with their ludicrously
wealthy relatives, all of whom
are brilliantly quirky and unique.
There is a curmudgeonly old aunt
who pens famous crime novels, an
uncle with a pickling obsession, an
Egyptologist, a reckless bounder
and some enjoyably stereotypical
servants, including the largerthan-life cook and the humourless
butler. When members of this
vibrant cast begin being murdered,
there is panic that the frightening
legend of Old Bramble Head might
be true.
As the witless inspector struggles
to solve ‘whodunnit’, it’s up to
Eustace and Horatio (who have a
useful preoccupation for detective
work) and two other young guests
(who have similarly useful interests in
murder mysteries and Egyptology) to
find the real culprit.
William Hill twists and turns his

plot to help maintain the mystery
and increase the tension. The only
bridge to the manor goes down in a
storm, and almost everyone has a
motive to kill almost everyone else!
In the end, readers are treated to a
classic gathering in the drawing room
to reveal the murderer, with plentiful
twists to unravel.
What Manor of Murder? sustains
a thoroughly endearing old-fashioned
tone throughout, lampooning the
frightfully rich, posh upper classes
and making use of classic vocabulary
like ‘ripping’ and ‘right and proper’.
Though certain coincidences seem
a little too convenient at times (how
handy that the victim’s last will and
testament was recently altered!),
this is easily forgivable amongst all
the exciting mayhem, mischief and
murders! SD

The Dodo Made Me Do It

HHHH
Jo Simmons illus Sheena Dempsey,
Bloomsbury, 978-1408877777,
304pp, £5.99 pbk
What starts out as a seemingly
familiar story – comic culture-clashadventure as a city boy is forced to
spend his Summer holidays with his
granny in a tiny Scottish village – turns
into something much more surprising
and original, and not just because in
his first week there the boy discovers
the world’s last living Dodo.
Danny dreads his holidays with
Granny Flora: there’s nothing to do in
the village of Kinoussie and the only
other child within miles is bookish
Susie, whose idea of a good time
is watching TV documentaries on
the life cycle of the tapeworm. But,
inspired by his comic book hero,
he is determined to find adventure
somewhere, and where better than
the small island in the bay, close to
the centuries-old wreck of a Dutch
sailing ship? The treasure that
Danny discovers on the island is
very precious indeed, but not what
you’d expect: it’s feathered, loud,

and very strong-willed. Looking after
the Dodo, because eventually even
Susie agrees that’s what Danny has
discovered, is certainly fun at first,
but catering to the needs of a living
animal is much more demanding than
anything in the Zac Hanaway, Space
Runaway adventures he so loves; the
Dodo isn’t a pet, and it certainly isn’t
a sidekick, even though it seems to
understand everything Danny says,
and what’s more, it really wants to go
home. Danny has to admit that Susie
is right, not only is he responsible
for the Dodo’s happiness, but the
information he needs might just be
found in books.
The plot bounces along from
incident to incident, and there’s lots
to have children laughing aloud. It
should set them thinking too, about
adventures – bigger and scarier in
real life than Danny expected, but well
worth going after even so. Lively and
entertaining from beginning to end,
and Sheena Dempsey’s illustrations
are a treat too. MMa

The Secret Seven:
Mystery of the Skull

HHHH
Pamela Butchart, ill. Tony Ross,
Hodder, 196pp, 978 1 444 941 531,
£6.99 pbk
The Secret Seven are back! Blyton’s
peerless popularity seems set to
increase even further as Pamela
Butchart revisits the lives of the seven
adventurers in this new addition to
the classic series.
The Mystery of the Skull pits
the Secret Seven club members
against some very curious new hotel
owners, who have an unusual habit
of digging up their garden with huge
holes, and seem ill-prepared to run
a hotel, serving half frozen fish pie in
the restaurant! Naturally, the Secret
Seven charge themselves with finding
out all of the newcomers’ secrets,
and set about invading privacy and
meddling where they are not wanted,
as much as they possibly can!
Each character has an important
part to play in uncovering the
mysteries, be it keeping lookout,
bravely breaking and entering or even
impersonating old Scottish ladies!
Pleasingly, the girls in the group take
on especially daring roles, and it’s
the courageous actions of Pam and
Barbara that really drive the story
forward. As always, the grown-ups
in the story are all villains or else
unwitting bystanders who, thankfully,
don’t get in the way of the SS and
their mission.
Purist fans will be relieved to learn
that the update of the series does not
mean that the children are suddenly
using mobile phones or the internet
to solve their mysteries. The nostalgic
venues (big hotels, woodlands)
remain, as do the young heroes’
innocent yet courageous thirst for
adventure. While maintaining the
tone and atmosphere of her source
material, Butchart has slightly
increased the pace of the action, with
short chapters ending in cliffhangers.

The mysteries and questions come
thick and fast, though, at times,
questions are answered a little early
and cliff hangers are resolved on the
very next page - the tension could be
maintained a little longer.
The convergence of the enormously
popular illustrator (Tony Ross) with
the classic success of Blyton is
undoubtedly a brilliant choice (Ross
will also be illustrating the upcoming
reissue of the first Secret Seven
books). Ross always brings such life
and energy to his pictures, which will
reignite the sense of adventure for
existing Blyton fans and attract new
readers who will be eager to see what
David Walliams’ illustrator has up his
sleeve for this series.SD

The Legend of Kevin

HHH
Philip Reeve, ill. Sarah McIntyre,
Oxford Children’s Books, 160pp,
978 0 19 276608 3, HB, £8.99
The Legend of Kevin is the first in
a new comedy series by the awardwinning partnership of Philip Reeve
and Sarah McIntyre. Its heroes are a
roly-poly flying pony (Kevin) and a boy
called Max who longs for a pet of his
own. It is a comedy and an adventure
about friendship and family, and it is
very silly indeed.
The story starts in the Outermost
West, a fantasy land where Kevin sits
in his tree-top nest pondering whether
to eat custard creams or bourbons
for breakfast. However, this fantasy
setting is soon replaced by one much
more down to earth, as Kevin is blown
in a wild storm onto the balcony of a
block of flats in the very ordinary town
of Bumbleford. The balcony is owned
by Max and his family - a very ordinary
family to whom readers will easily
relate (mum is a hairdresser, dad is a
builder, sister is a teenage Goth!). Max
is, naturally, over the moon to have
acquired a new, flying pet, but keeping
it secret from his parents is a little
tricky. He doesn’t have to worry about
this for long, however, as pretty soon
a torrential flood covers the town in
water and everyone has much bigger
things to worry about.
The submersion of the town brings
with it the most exciting passages of
the story, as a daring rescue mission
to remove the head teacher from a
rooftop, and an underwater sortie
to accrue more biscuits from the
flooded supermarket, turn Max and
his new portly pony into heroes. The
flood also brings with it mysterious
creatures from the Outermost West,
some of whom are recognisable from
Reeve and McIntyre’s earlier hit,
Oliver and the Seawigs. Fans of that
story will be excited by the return of
the horrendously mischievous sea
monkeys, who cause chaos and
carnage that only Max and Kevin can
sort out.
Throughout the narrative, the
author speaks to the reader directly
through humorous asides, which invite
the reader to place themselves into
the story. This is a welcome addition as
the story moves quickly and characters
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are somewhat underdeveloped, with
McIntyre’s brilliant, playful two-colour
illustrations doing a lot of the heavy
lifting in terms of description and
characterisation. As it is an opener
to the series, many characters are
introduced who, it is clear, will have
bigger roles to play in further episodes.
This is certainly the case for the
ridiculous hamsters, Neville and
Beyoncé, who readers will find either
hilarious or very irritating!
Kevin and Max’s friendship grows
throughout the story and the dilemma
of how to maintain a relationship with
someone who lives in such an entirely
different world from yourself is the
most emotive element of the book.
There are plenty of signs in this new
story that Max and Kevin will have
much excitement and funniness to
offer in future episodes, and it will be
particularly popular by children who
like their stories to be as silly and
random as possible. SD

Dogs in Space

HHHHH
Vix Southgate, ill. Iris Deppe,
Wren and Rook, Hachette,
978 1 5263 6057 1, £12-99 hbk
Written by a leading expert on Yuri
Gagarin as well as all matters space,
Southgate is manager of World Space
Week for the UK (every 4th-10th
October) This initiative helps children
participate with the wonders of space
and its exploration, working closely
with astronauts and cosmonauts. This
book will surely spark much interest in
the incredible adventure of Belka and
Strelka, who, in 1960 were the first
ever living creatures to successfully
orbit the Earth. These two Russian
dogs were selected from a number of
potential canines (candidates!) and
were thoroughly trained in survival
for this unknown situation. The text
and illustrations combine to engage
readers fully as the momentous
day for lift-off arrives. The two dogs,
dressed in their spacesuits, one red,

one green, successfully orbit the earth
many times. In 1960, the Space Race
raged between Russia and the US,
but it was the joyous safe landing of
these two dogs which allowed Russia
to forge ahead, sending Yuri Gagarin
into space the following year, 1961.
Having told the tale of the celebrities
Belka and Strelka, there follows a
double spread showing the Space
Race, beginning with the sending
of fruit flies, 1947, the first monkey,
1949, and an explanation of how the
Space Race fizzled out mid-1970s,
emphasising that in recent years,
scientists from around the world have
worked together on missions to space.
In conclusion, the book ends with a
time-line, 1960-2015, with photos
covering the first men on the moon;
the Lunar/rover, the first permanently
manned space station, through to Tim
Peake’s expedition in 2015. After this
is flagged THE FUTURE … first human
on Mars … IT COULD BE YOU! This is
an intriguing book, where the talents
of author and illustrator combine to
spark great interest in the subject,
surely inspiring further investigation
by youngsters fortunate enough to lay
their hands upon it. GB

Wizarding for Beginners

HHH
Elys Dolan, Oxford University Press,
217pp,9781782953043, £6.99 pbk
This is a monochrome cartoon/text
story which grew on me as I read it. It
is the second instalment of a series
starring Dave the dragon knight-the first
we heard of him was in Knighthood for
Beginners. Dave, as he says himself, is
a ‘moderate risk dragon’.
The story is a romping yarn about
an evil wizard who casts spells on
animals enabling them to talk. He
then collects them for evil purposes
and Dave the dragon knight has to try
and stop him. Dave has a side kick
called Albrecht who is a goat with a
very long beard - he is rather pleased
with it and himself in general.
The writing is humorous but you
have to be a fairly astute reader
to keep pace with the quick fire
language; there are many plays on
words and lots to enjoy if you have a
good general knowledge as well.
The mix of text, illustrations and
then some cartoons with speech
bubbles makes for a varied read
and give the book lots of energy. It
is a romping tale - full of silliness
and reveals the power of, would you
believe it, porridge. You’ll have to read
it to find out how! SG
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The Dam

HHHHH
David Almond, ill. Levi Pinfold,
Walker, 40pp, 078 1 4063 0487 9,
£12.99, hbk
With this author, with this illustrator
(and with this publisher) you should
expect something remarkable, and, if
anything, this exceeds expectations.
David Almond’s spare poetic text
opens on a Pinfold scene reminiscent
of the brilliant time-bending opening
of Almond’s Kit’s Wilderness. A man
and a girl walk away from us through
the long grass and mist of a moorland
dawn. The girl has a fiddle case on
her back. It could be then. It could be
now. They are going to the valley for
the last time: “The dam was almost
done.” And they will stop, and she
will play, at each deserted house,
to honour the music and the people
of the place. Then: “The dam was
sealed. The water rose. This was
covered over. This was drowned.” And
– “The lake is beautiful.”
This is entirely Almond country.
Yes, it’s his beloved Northeast
and the book is dedicated to the
wonderful Kathryn Tickell and her
husband Mike, but it’s not just that.
It’s that potent mix of the elegiac and
the lyrical: in which what we have
lost and what we love, what we have
been, what we are and what we will
be, are dissolved into dreams and
visions. And music: “It flows through

all the dams in us. It makes us play.
It makes us sing. It makes us dance.”
Almond’s text makes generous space
for Pinfold’s illustrations, setting out
the theme and stepping back, waiting
to see what will be made of it. And
Pinfold’s not only in harmony, not
only in step, he’s stepping right up,
with his own take on the real and the
numinous. We see a flower, blades of
grass, in close up. Each empty building
emerges from the early shadows into
sunlight stony solidity. There is the
sweeping immensity of the dam itself:
a man-made cliff that, at the book’s
beginning, blends into its misty
surroundings, as if in anticipation of
the book’s end. The man and the girl
move in and out of the times, now in
the country fashion just before the
closing of the dam, now long ago,
now exactly now. The music spills
from the fiddle into the empty rooms
like the wraiths of the other singers,
players and listeners who have gone
before and will come after. And, on
the last page, old and young dance in
silhouette in a ring under the moon,
like an image from the end of Ingmar
Bergman’s Seventh Seal. Music,
creativity and life go on. I am at that
stage of life when downsizing looks
inevitable, and some books, perhaps
a lot, will have to go. While this is one
of my most recent acquisitions, I will
keep it and wonder at it for as long as
ever is. CB
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Dark Sky Park: Poems from
the Edge of Nature

HHHHH
Philip Gross, ill. Jesse Hodgson,
Otter-Barry Books, 96pp,
978 1 91095 9 886, £6.99 pbk
If you are going to extreme places,
like the very depths of the sea, say,
and fancy doing extreme things, like
lava boarding on a volcano, and you
feel you need a poet as guide and
companion, then the award-winning
Philip Gross is the obvious choice. At
home with either adults or children,
his verse is so sure footed that he
can take you anywhere in perfect
safety, clinging with a young kittiwake
to a perilous cliff edge or cat cautious
through the battered deserted streets
of Aleppo. So many kinds of extreme
here: like the world of the tardigrade.
Look it up or, more properly, down
-through a very powerful microscope,
he returns to it often, finding different
facets of its largely invisible nature to
fire his and our imaginations. He’s not
there for the sheer excitement either.
He wants you to think. What about the
snow leopard chasing the goat across
the mountain edge? Why are we “so
in love with beauty, with its claws and
teeth,/as though this is its story, and
not our own and the goat’s – that
plucky comedy/played out through
centuries/ between the sheer drop
and the killing snow?” And what about
Uncle Bradley who takes moderation

to such extremes: “Trying not to climb
higher than anyone else/ he went
right over the top.” These are poems
whose wonder at the world is conveyed
in images that seem both fresh and
absolutely right and often display a
sly and subtle humour. This is another
winning collection from Otter-Barry
books, who are building an enviable
list of some of the best of today’s poets
for children. CB

No Fixed Address

HHHHH
Susin Nielsen, Andersen, 266pp,
9781783447213, £12.99 hbk
Don’t be put off by the doom-laden
title; this is YA writing at its best.
Although Canadian 12-year-old Felix
and his unmarried mother Astrid are
technically homeless they still manage
to eke out a life in a van parked in
the streets of Vancouver. Although
Astrid is unstable Felix, often halfstarved and bitterly cold at night,
still manages to remain cheerful and
resolute until things reach breaking
point. Fortunately he is backed up
throughout by two close friends, kindly
teachers and eventually properly
concerned social workers.
All this still manages to come over
as oddly cheering even when Felix
is faced by the reality of not being
able to wash or make regular use of
toilet facilities. And for turning this
whole narrative into an excellent
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read Nielsen deserves thanks and
plaudits for the outstanding quality
of her writing. Told as if by Felix, his
account of his strange life is wry,
witty, compassionate and never
sentimental. Astrid remains just
about tolerable despite her damaged
personality, and Felix can easily be
forgiven for his refusal to face up to
the reality of his situation. No-one
would begrudge him his more or less
happy ending after putting up with so
much. There are upsetting moments
in this book but also much to enjoy
from a writer seemingly incapable
of writing a bad sentence or a duff
passage of dialogue. NT

My Mum Tracy Beaker

HHHHH
Jacqueline Wilson, Nick
Sharratt, Doubleday, 416pp,
9780857535221, £12.99
Tracy Beaker was Wilson’s iconic first
heroine making her debut in 1991.
In the current Wilson offering Tracy is
now a grown up woman and a mother.
The new novel is narrated by her
daughter Jess, aged ten. Tracy and
Jess live happily in a rather run down
council flat. Apart from an occasional
card, Jess’s father plays little part in
her life – or that of Tracy.
Tracy has had a varied work life.
She has worked as a carer in the
children’s home where she herself
grew up and as a dog walker. Tracy’s
foster mother Cam remains very
much a presence in the lives of Tracy
and Jess, now being known as Granny
Cam. There is one thing Jess would
love to own but which is beyond her
reach, namely a dog. Council rules
forbid her having a resident pet.
Life takes a distinctly different
turn when Tracy meets a famous
footballer named Sean Godfrey and
falls in love with him. Tracy and Sean
have a history. They knew each other
as children, when his nickname
was simply ‘Football’. They met
again when Tracy attended Sean’s
gymnasium in an effort to deal with
her anger issues.
Jess takes against Sean. She is
far from ready to share her mother’s
affection. The question is whether
Tracy is in line to achieve lasting
happiness with Sean? And if so, how
will Jess respond?
Those readers who back in the
nineties wondered how Tracy Beaker
would work out in the adult world now
have a chance to understand how
matters developed. There is a subtle
force at work here. When Tracy was a
child she became expert at concealing
her emotions from the world and
from us as readers. Now, under
the perceptive eye of her daughter,
Tracy’s emotions are laid bare to a
far greater extent. Has Tracy learned
to master her anger issues? Has she
learned to avoid occasional volcanic
outbursts? As will be expected by all
those who grew to know Tracy well in
her previous incarnation, the answer

is a resounding no. She can still lose
control. With the deft narrative touch
we have come to expect, Wilson
achieves success at two levels. Those
of us who knew Tracy as a child
and have grown up with her will be
delighted to meet her as an adult.
And children coming to this story for
the first time will rejoice in seeing the
world through Jess’s eyes. RB

The Skylarks’ War

HHHHH
Hilary McKay, Macmillan
Children’s Books, 320pp,
978-1509894949, £12.99
Peter and Clarissa Penrose, the latter
known as Clarry, are brother and
sister in a narrative set before, during
and immediately after the First World
War. The children’s mother died
when Clarry was three days old. The
children have been raised by their
father, who is physically present but
mentally absent. Peter and Clarry are
regularly left in the care of various
servants, as well as a kindly elderly
lady named Mrs Vane.
Their greatest joy comes in the
summer holidays, when they travel
to Cornwall to stay with their paternal
grandparents. They roam free in the
Cornish countryside with very little
supervision. In contrast, Peter is
so determined to avoid going to a
boarding school that he jumps from
a moving train, which leaves him
with one leg permanently shorter
than the other. When Peter does go
to school, he meets and befriends
Simon Bonnington.
McKay is of course already well
known to young readers as the
author of the Casson family series.
This book maintains the quality
that her admirers have come to
expect of a McKay novel. Her book
is distinguished by the honesty with
which it depicts Peter’s impairment
after his leap from the train. McKay
does not fall into the trap that many
others fall into, the trap of the
unexplained miraculous cure. Nor
does Peter respond to his disability
with unfailing cheerfulness. He feels
left out and resentful, as in truth
one would. McKay depicts with great
effect a binding friendship developed
between Clarry and Simon’s strongwilled sister Vanessa.
At Clarry’s grammar school she
comes in contact with a teacher
named Miss Fairfax. Despite the
convention of the times, that young
women were expected to entertain
only the most limited educational
aspirations, Fairfax encourages
Clarry against the odds to aim at
Oxford and to take a tutorial job in
the meantime.
Many writers whose narratives
are set in this First World War
period concentrate their attention
on the details of warfare. McKay
concentrates her attention on her
characters and the lives they lead in
the darkest of days. RB

You’ve Got a Friend

HHHHH
Judi Curtin, O’Brien Press,
978-1788490511, 256pp, £8.99 pbk
Judi Curtin takes her young
protagonists Beth and Molly back
in time again in this new book, to
1975 to be precise. It’s a total
culture shock – the two girls know
nothing of Chopper bikes, the Bay
City Rollers, Jackie magazine or the
SodaStream, though it’s hardest
for them to understand the strange
misconceptions about women and
their abilities, which everyone seems
to accept as normal.

For readers who aren’t familiar with
this excellent series, Molly and Beth
are best friends and latterly stepsisters: Beth’s dad is now married to
Molly’s mum. Beth’s mum died when
Beth was very small, and in the first
book in the series, Time After Time,
the two girls were able to meet her
thanks to a chance – or was it? –
discovery of a door that opens into the
past. This is definitely time travel as a
way to explore the unchanging nature
of feelings, and as a way to put things
right, and so it unfolds: Molly’s dad
has recently returned from working
overseas and has settled back in his
home town near his daughter. She
becomes increasingly aware of how
lonely and isolated he is, especially
when she compares his life to her
own busy, happy routine with her new
extended-family. The two girls return
to Molly’s dad’s childhood to find out
if the clues to his unhappiness can
be found there. What they discover
teaches Molly a great deal about her
dad and yes, she’s able to improve his
life as a result.
The story is full of adventure and
excitement – going back in time is
not without its risks, and the normally
quieter Molly has to be particularly
resourceful and brave in this episode
– but the emphasis is really on
family, love and understanding and
there can be few books that prove
so clearly yet so delicately to readers
that parents are still just people, who
might occasionally need your help.
Judi Curtin’s writing is characterised
by its warmth and compassion, as
well as by her ability to absolutely nail

the way young girls think and speak.
Beth and Molly are exactly the kind of
people readers would want for their
friends, while this story will resonate
with them in all sorts of ways. LS

The Cradle of all Worlds The
Jane Doe Chronicles, Book 1

HHHH
Jeremy Lachlan, Egmont 358pp.,
978-1-4052-9133-0 £6.99 pbk
As might be inferred from the fact
that the subtitle is The Jane Doe
Chronicles, this is the first book
and a debut, in what is expected
to be a four-book series from a new
Australian author. This very exciting
first instalment sees Jane Doe, so
named because no one knows who
she is, having arrived with her father
onto the island of Bluehaven in
mysterious circumstances. Her father,
named John Doe, is mentally ill, and
she is occupied in looking after him
and trying to fit in to a world where
she is not accepted and taunted by
local youths. What little education
she has was gained by listening
outside a classroom window, and
from the strange older lady, Winifred,
who looked after her when she first
arrived in the town as a baby. In
the meantime she and her father
have been reluctantly cared for by a
grumpy couple, the Hollows, though
their daughter Violet is not like them
and has become a friend.
Fourteen years later, Winifred
tells her that her destiny awaits.
At a festival, her father disappears
into The Manor, a spooky building at
the top of a lot of stairs, and Jane
has to try to rescue him. There are
other people and creatures living
in The Manor which turns out to be
full of other worlds (hence the title
of this book) and time is not always
consistent, with doors that disappear
and walls that move – Jane has to
keep her wits about her, but the
reader should not have any trouble
keeping up. She makes a friend,
Hickory, but can he be trusted? There
is a very nasty and foul-smelling evil
genius who seems to be after her, and
his leather jacketed wolf creatures are
really vicious. It is an exciting storythere are cavernous passages, secret
doors, carnivorous trees, battles to be
fought with all sorts of creatures and
a few surprises before she can find
her father, who has recovered his wits
and can explain, partly, what is going
on and what happened to her mother.
Jane is brave and fiercely loyal to her
father, with a much-needed sense of
humour, but she has flaws, and she
is tested in many ways before a sort
of resolution leaves us waiting on
tenterhooks for the next book… DB

The Raven’s Children

HHH
Yulia Yakovleva; trans. Ruth
Ahmedzai Kemp. Penguin, 235pp.,
9780241330777, £6.99. pbk
The horror of the knock on the door by
the Secret Police and the fear of living
under such a regime is something
thankfully unknown to children in the
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west, unless they are refugees from
such horror. But to Shura and Tanya,
living in Leningrad under Stalin, this
is a real happening when first their
father and then their mother and
small baby brother are taken away
and they become non-people, invisible
to all around them who just want them
to go away and not disturb their lives.
At first the children, seven and nine
years old enjoy spending the money
their mother has left them, but then
the reality hits when they return to
find someone else living in their small
apartment. On the run now they start
talking to birds in the hope they will
help find the Raven, the name coming
from something overheard. They
become separated and eventually
Shura finds himself in an orphanage
where everything is grey and everyone
looks the same. He escapes finding
himself invisible, but eventually
rescues his baby brother and finds
Tanya and Aunt Vera and safety.
This starts off as a straightforward
story of two children in an impossible
situation in Soviet Russia, but the
reality of the system under which
they live is brought to the reader by
the eyes that watch Shura, the ears
that come out of the wall, and the
fact that he is invisible to passers- by.
This claustrophobic feel enfolds the
reader and becomes quite sinister as
it is obviously meant to be, making
one feel a non-person. The tragedy of
Lena whose husband has been given
ten years and who decides to wait for
him in the same apartment so that
he will find her, the caretaker and his
wife invisible too, all bring the nature
of lives under this regime to life.
This is a chilling story, not for
every child and maybe for an older
readership than 10-14, but I think
it will need introducing to readers
who may well in time go on to read
Solzenitsyn’s A Day in the Life of Ivan
Denisovic to learn more. JF

A Darkness of Dragons

HHHHH
S.A.Patrick, Usborne, 400pp,
9781474945677, £6.99, pbk
If you think you know the story of the
Pied Piper of Hamelin then perhaps
this will make you think again. This is
a world with Dragons, and Magicians
who create their magic by playing
the spells on their pipes, hence the
abilities of the Pied Piper. The story is
set a generation after the infamous
events of Hamelin and the hero of this
story, Patch Brightwater was a trainee
piper until he used a forbidden spell
and found himself locked up in the
same castle prison as the Pied Piper.
After an attack on the castle the Piper
escapes and Patch finds himself on a
quest to find the villain and stop him
from destroying the country. Luckily
he has two staunch allies to help him;
Wren who is a girl cursed to be a rat
and Barver who is a dragogriff. How
they go about their task makes for a
very exciting tale.

This is an absolutely fabulous
version of the Pied Piper’s world.
You really begin to understand the
evil nature of the person and the
devastation that has been felt from
the loss of so many children and baby
dragons. The author has created a
truly magical world, but one in which
life is not always easy. The plot is
complex, with several interweaving
strands that gradually start to make
sense and to make connections with
each other. The heroes are flawed in
many ways, but they come to develop
a very close relationship and show the
importance of friendship. This is very
much in the mould of high fantasy and
is going to be great for those who have
really loved authors such as Terry
Pratchett, JRR Tolkien and C.S Lewis.
This is definitely a book to be read at
leisure but it will also find a home in
many school classrooms and libraries.
I really look forward to the next in the
series as we watch Patch and his
friends continue their adventures. MP

The Secret Deep

HHHH
Lindsay Galvin, Chicken House,
276pp, 9781911490029, £6.99pbk
What starts out as a straightforward
family story suddenly turns into
something very different and
definitely worrying. When their
mother dies, Aster and her sister
Poppy are sent to live with their
aunt in New Zealand. However she
is a scientist researching cures for
cancer and they find themselves at
her research facility at an ecovillage
near the coast of North Island. Whilst
their aunt is glad to see them there
is a definite sense that something
strange is going on and her colleague
Dr Nygard is obviously hiding
something. There is a parallel strand
to the story as a young man called
Sam, who they met on the plane,
is desperate to find a cure for his
grandfather and thinks that Nygard
might help. After an accident at sea
Aster is washed up on a deserted
island and starts searching for her
missing sister and aunt, but things
get stranger by the hour. How Poppy
is found and why circumstances are
so confusing makes for an amazing
story with elements of science fiction
and mystery.
At the heart of this story is the
strong bond between members of
a family, but it also highlights the
dangers that occur when people
become fixated by an idea or a dream.
Both the girls and Sam have either
lost someone to cancer, or have a
family member suffering from it. The
problem is that there are so many
types of the disease and I would
have liked the author to be more
specific about the conditions, rather
than using the very generic term. The
twists and turns that we find in the
plot raise many questions and there
are lessons for all of those who think
we should be working with DNA and
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manipulating everything from crops
to humans. I love the way the author
gradually brings different strands in
to play, often changing the direction
of the plot as she does so. This is a
story that really makes you think
about the world we have and how far
we are willing to go to ‘improve’ life.
It is a great story for those who love
elements of sci-fi and dystopia but it
would also have a strong role to play
within the school environment when
talking about health and ethics in
particular. MP

The riddle of the runes is a
thoroughly satisfying puzzle to
untangle and young readers will be
completely gripped as they decode the
clues with Alva. Core to the story too
is a wonderfully strong sense of family,
and everyone who reads it will be
eager for Alva’s next adventure, hoping
that it might see her reunited with her
father. David Wyatt’s illustrations,
wonderfully atmospheric and detailed,
including some double page scenes,
are an added treat. MMa

Riddle of the Runes

HHHHH
Andrew Lane Piccadilly Press,
9781848126633, £6.99, hbk
Being a huge fan of Andrew Lane’s
Young Sherlock and Lost Worlds
books, I was delighted to discover
Agent Without Licence, the first in his
new AWOL series.
Kieron, a teenage boy, is visiting
the local shopping mall with his friend
Sam, when they witness a man being
violently abducted by a pair of thugs.
The victim leaves behind what initially
appears to be a pair of sunglasses
and a wireless earpiece but, on closer
inspection, is an extremely high tech
virtual reality kit. After managing
to get the equipment working, they
unwittingly make contact with Bex, a
secret agent on a mission in India, and
quickly realise that they have stumbled
upon a scheme involving an extremist
political organisation with grand plans
to wreak havoc upon the world.
This book has a lot of parallels
with the CHERUB series by Robert
Muchamore and the Young Bond books
by Charlie Higson and Steve Cole. The
fact that Andrew Lane used to work for
the Ministry of Defence gives his writing
an extra level of authenticity, especially
when describing the numerous high
tech gadgets that appear throughout.
With the main characters quickly
becoming aware that they are in way
over their heads, the energy and pace
is relentless right through the book. The
slightly awkward relationship between
Kieron and Bex gives the characters an
extra of believability and the fact that
they don’t meet in person until near
the end, with the action being divided
between northern England and Mumbai
in India, also adds to the drama.
I thoroughly enjoyed this as, in
common with Andrew’s other books,
it’s cleverly plotted with a clear sense
of direction. It also draws on current
tensions and political situations
across the world. Agent Without
Licence is intended to be the first
of a series, with book two, Last
Safe Moment, due to be published
towards the end of 2018. The content
is probably suited to the lower end
of Key Stage Three. It could also
be enjoyed by children in Year Six,
although I’d suggest reading it first. JB

HHHH
Janina Ramirez, illus. David Wyatt,
Oxford, 978-0192766335, 256pp,
£6.99 pbk
From Henry Treece and Kevin
Crossley-Holland to Cressida Cowell
and Francesca Simon, Viking lives
and myths have inspired some of
the best books for children. Historian
and broadcaster Janina Ramirez has
added to the canon of exciting junior
historical fiction with her enthralling
Viking mystery story.
Central character Alva lives with
her mother, uncle and baby brother in
the settlement of Kilsgard. She also
has a pet wolf Fenrir, named after
Loki’s son, rescued as a cub. Her
father is away ‘a-Viking’ and much
missed by the family who nonetheless
accept his deep need for adventure
and exploration. The background
particulars of Alva’s life are vividly
described, home, family and the
Viking society; it’s full of detail, yet
there is never even the faintest whiff
of the library shelf. In the foreground
too is a mystery, indeed a Viking
crime procedural drama: the peace
of the Kilsgard community has been
disturbed by the arrival of men from
England, on the trail of lost treasure.
Moreover one of the men has been
kidnapped, which means a ruthless
villain or villains are on the loose in the
area. Alva investigates with her uncle
Magnus – a junior Lewis to his Viking
Morse – and both are astonished
to discover that her father is not just
involved somehow, but actively helping
them solve the mystery through a
series of secret messages.

Agent Without Licence (AWOL)

Flight

HHHH
Vanessa Harbour, Firefly, 280pp,
978 1 9100 8076 4, £6.99pb.
Jakob is a Jewish boy, Kizzy a Roma
girl. They are both orphans, victims
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of Nazi atrocities in Austria, in 1945.
In addition to their orphan status,
they both have in common a love
for and skill with horses. Jakob’s
guardian is Herr Engels, a Rider with
the Lippizaner Riding School in Vienna
who was ordered by the Director of the
School to spirit Jakob and the stallions
away from the city to a remote farm.
When the Nazi soldiers come to look
for Jakob and are unable to find him
Major Bauer shoots one of the rare

stallions in retaliation and threatens to
return to do more damage.
Engels realises they must take the
stallions to safety to the Director at his
home in Sankt Martin, which entails a
difficult and dangerous journey over
the mountains and into Nazi territory.
Along the way they are forced to cut
one of the stallions loose and Kizzy
tracks them to return the horse.
This is a story full of adventure and
tension, bringing to life the terrifying

reality of Nazi occupation-especially
for those not considered part of
Hitler’s grand plan. The growing
friendship between Jakob and Kizzy
is handled sensitively and when
Herr Engels is injured on the journey
they work together to bring him and
the horses to safety. Attention to
detail and research which is clearly
meticulous brings the horses, the
environment and its dangers to life.
When they reach Sankt Martin, the
Americans are not far behind, liberating
all in their path. The two youngsters
have discovered that the Lippizaner
mares, used for breeding the famous

stallions, were taken by Hitler and
are now in danger of being shot. The
Director decides to put on a show for
General Patton, himself a great lover of
horses, to see if this will persuade the
Americans to rescue the mares. This
breaks another taboo-Kizzy, despite
being a girl, is allowed to demonstrate
her talents and ride in the show.
Ultimately, this is a story of hope,
set against the grimness of Nazi
occupation. It will appeal to those who
love horses and adventure and who
admire the courage under duress of
those who are their own age. VR

14+ Secondary/Adult
A Room Away from the Wolves

HHH
Nova Ren Suma, Algonquin Young
Readers, 315pp, 978-1616203733,
£13.99 pbk
Sabina Tremper is an American girl of
seventeen years. Her mother has just
moved in with a partner who is father
to two daughters. Sabina’s stepsisters
accuse her of telling lies about them.
Unfortunately Sabina’s mother sides
with the other two. Sabina is forced
to leave home and move to Catherine
House, a mysterious boarding home for
girls. It transpires that as a teenager
Sabina’s mother had herself been a
resident of Catherine House. One of the
sinister features of Catherine House
is that girls regularly arrive there but it
is most unusual to see anyone leave,
Sabina’s mother being an exception.
The novel poses the questions what are
the secrets of this strange abode and
will Sabina ever escape?
This book has traditional ingredients
for a gothic novel which on the face of
it should work well. In fact they don’t.
This reviewer found it impossible to
feel any connection to the characters
of the story. We already suspect
Sabina, the first person narrator, of
telling lies. The literary convention of
the unreliable narrator can effectively
generate uncertainty and tension. In
this case however the unreliability of
the narrator generates confusion and
divided loyalty. It is perhaps part of the
convention that a back story provides
a reliable framework within which the
unreliable elements can be assessed.
This novel plunges headlong into the
action without any such back story.
In summary, this book represents a
praiseworthy experiment which sadly
misses the mark. RB

Black Snow Falling

HHHH
L.J MacWhirter, Scotland Street
Press, 250pp, 9781910895210,
£12.99 hbk
Tudor England is a place of ancient
beliefs and modern ideas, but it is
also somewhere that young women
still find inhibits their freedom. The
main element of the plot takes place
in the year of 1592, towards the end

of Elizabeth I’s reign. It centres on
the heroine Ruth, the daughter of
an Earl and the strange events she
encounters at her country home.
However we also have references
back to a period 50 years before, when
her grandfather was a boy and Henry
VIII was on the throne, it was also a
time when science was beginning to
question the view that the sun rotated
around the earth. It is this heresy that
Ruth finds in an old book and which
lead her to question the world as she
knows it. But Ruth also has to cope
with the real world; she has an absent
father, a less than loving stepmother
and the threat of marriage to an
unknown suitor. However Ruth has
a growing friendship with Silas, who
works on the estate and she wants
to have more freedom to decide her
fate. When she starts having strange
dreams it seems vital that she learns
their meaning, but things become
even more desperate as children start
to disappear from the local village.
This is a wonderfully mystical story
contrasted with the very real issues
surrounding young girls, especially
from wealthy families, during the
Elizabethan period. There is a real
sense of time and place in the main
setting and the frustration that Ruth
feels is very plain for all to see. The
magical side of the story creeps up
on us and is quite chilling in what is
happening; the idea that someone is
stealing our dreams and eventually the
person themselves is truly frightening.
This is very much about the idea of
personal identity and having the ability
to decide what you want to do with
your life. The relationships within the
family are well described, with Ruth
being reminded that she is as much
a part of her father’s estate as the
furniture or the buildings. Overall this
is a thought provoking and disturbing
story, which keeps you enthralled until
the very end. MP

England: Poems from a School

HHHH
Kate Clanchy (ed.), Picador, 96pp,
978 1509 886 609, £9.99, pbk
Quite a few collections of poems
written by children have been
published but none quite like this.

Most often, the other collections are
the results of competitions, drawing
on a number of schools. But in this
collection, all the poets are from
a single school, the Oxford Spires
Academy, a state comprehensive on
the outskirts of Oxford, where there
are many children from immigrant
and asylum-seeking families. These
poems are the result not only of
the encouragement of teachers
but of the work of Kate Clanchy, the
book’s editor, who has been writer
in residence at Oxford Spires since
2009. She has inspired these young
poets to draw on their own lives and
ways of looking at the world to make
poems that look both back and
forward and meld the patterns of
thought and speech of their past and
their parents’ lives with the language
of their new world. This produces
poems that are sometimes angry,
often sad, consistently reflective,
always considered and crafted, and
often strikingly beautiful. For me, they
often produce that feeling that I have
in meeting a poem in translation,
where something new and wonderful
seems to emerge from the act of
translating, where the sensibility and
rhythm of the original language seeps
into English and shapes it differently.
Some of these poets are, in this
sense, their own translators, moving
between cultures and inviting us to
glimpse ways of seeing and speaking
that can then, in some sense, be ours.
If England and English are, for many
of these poets, only their second
home and language, these poems are
a profound act of sharing for which
we, as readers, can only be grateful.
There are many poems I would like to
share with you, but here’s just the first
stanza from Rukiya Khatun’s Silence
Itself: “When I was at school I wanted
a friend./ I feared being alone, not
because/I minded the being alone,
just/people pitying my loneliness.”
For the rest of the poem and all the
other poems, you must buy or, better,
borrow the book. Yes, borrow the
book from your local library, for it may
not be there much longer. And with
it, that chance to find books will be
gone, for any child, but especially for
children like these. CB

Colour Me In

HHHH
Lydia Ruffles, Hodder Children’s
Books, 314pp, 978 1 444 93767 1,
£12.99 hbk
Arlo is only just approaching his 20th
birthday, but experience has already
left him all too familiar with what he
calls “the black weeds” crawling about
his troubled mind. His ability to hold
things together depends to a critical
degree on his continuing friendship
with Luke – they’ve known each other
since childhood. They share a flat in
what seems to be London, though
Ruffles chooses never to use the city’s
name. They’re not a couple, but their
relationship is unusually deep-rooted.
The interplay of their minds and words
is rare in its rich playfulness, each
needing and celebrating the other.
So when Luke is suddenly killed in an
accident, Arlo is devastated, especially
as he blames himself for the tragedy.
The death comes as early as page
50, and for the rest of the book, Arlo
is searching. It is so difficult for him
to find meaning or purpose, to make
connections – with his mum, with
friends. His job – playing a character in
a modestly successful TV soap – offers
no satisfaction.
At first, it’s difficult for him to
make any connection with Mizuki
either. Arlo has taken flight – to get
as far away as he can from Luke’s
death, the flat, the soap opera and
“Arlo’s Army”, his followers on social
media. He heads for the other side
of the world and washes up in what
seems to be Japan (again, Ruffles is
not specific). When they meet, Mizuki
is also travelling and, as Arlo slowly
learns, she too is lost; since neither
is ready to trust, each tells the other
only a little of their truths.
Their journeys together around the
country are guided by Mizuki and her
camera. She is, so she says, in search
of a photograph for a competition
she must win. For her subjects,
she is fascinated by decay and
decline – buildings and landscapes
– abandoned hospitals, factories,
a funfair. Day by day, Arlo is drawn
further into her search. Sometimes,
very little happens for several pages
by way of plot-developing incident or
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New Talent
Rosie Loves Jack

HHHHH
Mel Darbon, Usborne, 352pp,
978-1474937832, £7.99pbk
Rose Tremayne is aged sixteen years
and ten months. She is a British
student at a college in Henley. She
also has Down’s syndrome. Her
boyfriend Jack also attends the
same college, in a specialist unit.
Jack had a brain injury when he was
very young, leading to difficulties in
literacy and anger management. Jack
is involved in a dangerous episode.
He loses his temper with a teacher.
He throws a chair, which breaks a
window. The teacher gets a shard of
glass in her eye. Having been on the
brink of dismissal from the college,
Jack is now sent away to a residential
treatment centre in Brighton.
Rose is distraught at Jack’s
absence. She decides that she
will set out to find Jack and bring
him home. The biggest problem
attaching to this plan is that
Rose’s father disapproves of her
relationship with Jack. He doesn’t
believe Rose is ready for a serious
relationship, least of all with
someone as volatile as Jack. When
Jack sends Rose postcards from
the treatment centre, her father
intercepts them and conceals them.
The question now is whether Rose
can find Jack and (as she sees it)
rescue him? And if so, at what cost?
It is a rarity among books for
young readers to find a narrative
recounted in the first person by
a disabled character. Offhand
this reviewer can think of only a
handful. On the whole, Darbon’s
book is a praiseworthy effort. But
there are problems. As part of

the introduction of new characters;
Ruffles might implicitly invite us to
be absorbed by Mizuki’s composition
of a single shot, or her preference
for night-time images. At times, the
novel almost becomes a travelogue
of oriental wastelands. Readers will
need to enjoy the careful, even selfconscious, crafting of the descriptive
language; or the nuances within
mundane conversations between the
two which may, or may not, reflect
slight shifts in their relationship.
Things seem to be edging forward,
with Arlo regaining some self-confidence
and engagement with his surroundings.
Then – a misunderstanding. Arlo’s
restoration crumbles. He’s alone, adrift.
Before long, he’s in flight again, this
time home to his roots, a seaside town
and the caravan park where he grew up
with his parents, playing each day with
young Luke, the son of the site owners.
Here, in time, there is hope for Arlo
and maybe Mizuki too. Colour Me In
resists conventional YA classification;

her impairment in the book, Rose
herself also struggles with literacy,
which limits the scope of the text.
At a few points, it strains credibility
that Rose manages to express
herself as fluently as she does.
Nevertheless Rose’s voice is quite
distinctive. Once the reader has
become accustomed to her style
of construction, as with regional
or national dialects the reader
becomes habituated.
The
most
important
accomplishment
of
Darbon’s
novel is that it tackles head on
the contentious issue of sexual
exploitation and disability, in a highly
dramatic context. Most writers by
default see disabled people as
asexual creatures. Recognising this
issue is important both for disabled
and non-disabled people, forming
as it does a significant element in a
wider context of marginalisation. RB
Read Rebecca Butler’s interview
with Mel Darbon here.
perhaps it is a literary – a poetic - case
study of one, or maybe two, precariously
poised young people who retain just
about enough self-belief, capacity for
loving friendship, artistic creativity,
to keep trying to move forward. It’s
one of those YA books where prior
subjective reading preferences may
shape response. One reader might
be fascinated by Arlo’s mental and
geographical journeys and the way they
are told. Another’s reaction to those
sections might be impatience. Novels
with mental health at their heart do
tend to divide readers. GF

A Boy Called Ocean

HHHH
Chris Higgins, Hodder, 266pp,
978 0 340 99703 1, £6.99 pbk
A resonant and compelling contemporary
story steeped in the author’s love for
and knowledge of the Cornish coast
that has you rooting eagerly for the main
protagonists Kai and Jen.
Kai and his Mum have been on the
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move for much of his early life finally
settling near a small cove in Cornwall. Kai
is an anxious boy prone to walking out of
situations he can’t handle. At school Jen
takes Kai under her wing and the two
soon become inseparable. Fast forward
a few years and Jen and Kai are still best
friends but both are beginning to have
feelings for each other and neither quite
knows how tell the other. Kai is convinced
Jen fancies the hunky lifeguard, Macca
and Jen is sure Kai is not interested in
becoming more than friends. Then Kai
decides he will declare his feelings and
books the best table as the restaurant
when he works as a surprise for Jen.
But nothing goes to plan and between
misunderstandings, some mixing from
Jen’s best friend Ellie and disaster in the
restaurant the evening culminates in a
complete meltdown by Kai.
To cool off he decides to take
Macca’s favourite paddle board out
to sea. And he does not heed the
warning that a storm is on its way.
Very quickly he is at the mercy of the
elements and is pulled so far out to
sea he can barely see the shoreline.
Told in alternating chapters this is the
story of the life or death situation Kai
is forced to confront, how he faces
his demons and comes to a greater
understanding and acceptance of
himself and the world around him.
This is a pleasure to read; the power
of the sea and the danger Kai faces is
palpable, the dedication of the lifeboat
crew both moving and tender plus the
romance feels entirely genuine without
any trace of cloying sweetness. Above
all this is a feel-good story with the
tightknit bonds of family and friends
pulling together at its heart. JC

The Price Guide to the Occult

HHH
Leslye Walton, Walker Books, 288pp,
978 1 4063 7350 9, £7.99 pbk
In the novel’s closing lines – and
not for the first time – Nor feels “the
hair on the back of her neck” prickle.
She knows someone’s watching her,
probably with malign intent. Perhaps
readers can expect a chilling sequel.
Author’s Acknowledgements follow,
and then two lists prefaced by “If
you or a loved one is struggling with
self-harm, please remember you’re
not alone....” The first list names UK
support organisations, the second
suggests “Additional Resources” such
as Mind and the Samaritans.
Leslye Walton’s Acknowledgements
include her thanks to “all you brave
and beautiful souls who trusted me
with the stories of your struggles with
self-harm,” though Nor’s adventures
on the island of Anathema are
surely a long, long way from anything
readers might know first-hand. The
isle is crowded with witches, black
magic, extreme pain inflicted just for
the hell of it, the laying-on of healing
hands, raging wild fires, drownings
and cracking human bones. There
are numerous deaths, some moving,
some of no more impact than those in
a computer game. Driving everything
is the ferocious treatment of a
daughter by her mother.

That relationship will bring us back
to the matter of self-harm, but first
we need to go back to the roots of it
all. The island of Anathema lies off
the North-West Coast of the United
States. Among its earlier settlers was
Rona Blackburn, a formidable woman
and a formidable witch. From her have
descended eight Blackburn daughters,
none so powerful as Rona, but each
with a different gift (their “burden”),
mostly used for good in the island’s
community. The sixth generation
daughter was Judd Blackburn (a
healer), her daughter was Fern, and
Fern’s daughter is our contemporary,
Nor. Her burden is that she can hear
the thoughts of animals and plants.
Unusually for a Blackburn woman,
Nor has further gifts, which she keeps
quiet about. Fern is the mould-breaker;
she pushed her magical powers to
their limits and then beyond into black
magic. Her pleasure is to inflict pain,
even to kill; nothing else gives her such
exquisite joy. There is a cost, though.
At first she sheds her own blood to
shed that of others – until, that is, she
realises that she can conserve her own
strength by drawing on on the blood
of others. Nor is a convenient choice.
So frequently does she abuse her
daughter that Nor’s body is disfigured
by the wounds. In the course of this,
Nor discovers a sense of release, of
pleasure almost, stemming from selfinflicted cuts. In her embarrassment,
she keeps as low a profile as possible
at school and around the island,
covering her scarred wrists with
knitted bands and mittens to hide her
shame. She wants only to live quietly
with Grandmother Judd.
There is some relief for Nor when
her mother leaves the island to
exercise her powers on the American
mainland. But then Fern publishes a
best-seller – The Price Guide to the
Occult – in which she not only reveals
spells of black magic, but offers
to cast them – for a fee - for eager
buyers. Soon she is a celebrity with
thousands of followers, each sporting
a writhing fern tattoo to proclaim their
loyalty to their idol. Somehow, Nor
knows her mother will soon be back
on Anathema
For the reader, staying astride the
wild and whirling plot is a rodeo ride,
plunging and bucking among death,
evil and blood – Walton herself says
the plot was “a feral beast” at times.
There are balancing elements. The
island has become a kind of theme
park for tourists with an appetite for
the occult. Walton has some fun with
that throughout the book. There’s a
tentative YA romance (or even oneand-a-half romances) for Nor, and
witty exchanges between her and
best-friend Savvy provide light relief
among the gore-stained adventures.
Nor needs every scrap of courage
she has, but she also shows a kind
of relish in taking on whatever makes
those hairs prickle on the back of her
neck. The novel may well work best
for those who are similarly inclined –
within the safety of a fiction. GF

reviews

14+Secondary/Adult continued
Phantom

HHHHH
Leo Hunt, Orchard Books,
414pp (including glossary),
987-1-40834-503-0, £7.99 pbk
Hunt sets this powerful novel in a
dystopian future with populations
even more polarised than they are in
contemporary society. Nova, a homeless
orphan with phenomenal technological
skills, is befriended by Patches, a horribly
disfigured man who is a clever fixer, mover
and shaker and put to work leeching
money out of people’s bank accounts
through their wristhubs, implanted
technological devices which handle
financial transactions and through which
the neural transplants in everyone’s
bodies are accessed. The reader is
plunged headfirst into this unfamiliar
and often shocking environment in
which Nova lives and has to come to an
understanding of it by immersion, rather
like learning a foreign language quickly.
And what a language! Hunt
provides a glossary but the best
way to understand this world is to
experience it first hand and that
is what the reader has to do. The
poor and disenfranchised live in the
disused and derelict lower floors
of the towering skyscrapers whose
upper floors, away from the poisoned
earth and water, the blind animals
who have never seen daylight far
below, are populated only by the rich
and powerful. And the richest and
most powerful of all is Grale Inselberg,
who has made her father’s company,
Bliss Inc, so untouchable that it has
the potential to control the lives of all
human beings.
Nova feels that she has been given an
opportunity to change this world, to stop
the annihilation of free-thinking people,
to shape a fairer world for all-and she
seizes it. However, Phantom, the most
proficient of all users of technology
uses her, Patches betrays her and she
narrowly escapes with her life. However,
in all this confusion and violence there
are the seeds of hope for a better future.
Nova falls in love with what she believes
is Inselberg’s daughter but who is really
an advanced A1: why should this love
been valued any less than that which
occurs elsewhere? Nova wins the battle
to defeat Inselberg but realises that
she cannot just abandon those in the
Gut, where the disenfranchised live.
She returns, but this time to lead the
rebellion which she hopes will topple
Bliss Inc for ever-and she brings together
those people who have nothing to offer
them the chance to change things for
the better-and for good.
This book is crying out for a sequellet’s hope that Hunt sees fit to write
one, and soon. VR

What Girls Are Made Of

HHHH
Elana K. Arnold, Andersen Press,
190pp, 978 1 78344 771 8, £7.99 pbk
“When I was fourteen, my mother told
me that there was no such thing as

unconditional love. But I am not fourteen,
and I am more than my mother’s
daughter.” Nina is sixteen now and she
ends her story with those lines. They
return us to the novel’s first page and her
mother’s disconcerting remark as she
and Nina are folding laundry together.
Mom will later deny she said any such
thing, but Nina cannot forget her words.
Thoughts about the conditions attached
to different kinds of love preoccupy Nina
throughout the novel.
In a Note which follows Nina’s
narrative, Elana Arnold explores
the expectations society imposes
upon girls. Arnold insists, “You don’t
owe anyone a slice of your soul. Not
your parents. Not your friends. Not
your teachers or your lovers or your
enemies.” The Note is a passionate
five page essay which seems integral
to the reading of the novel itself. Nina’s
story reads like a memoir drawing on
the emotional impact of experiences
which Arnold, now in her forties,
encountered when as young as eleven
through to a chilling moment in her
first year at college. The novel, she
tells us, was born not only of anger
about cultural demands upon girls in
her youth – some of which remain in
our present; it was also driven by an
awareness of her own complicity in
conforming to what was required of
her as a girl growing up in the States.
We follow Nina on several journeys
into her memories, culminating in
that strong affirmation that she has
become “more than my mother’s
daughter”. She revisits the love she
shared with Seth, her first boyfriend;
or, she now wonders, was it just the
sex? She recalls in relentless detail
the tsunami of orgasms triggered
by a vibrator, the only present Seth
ever gave her. Another memory takes
her to Rome and Florence with her
mother, where she is overwhelmed by
paintings and sculptures, all created
by men, depicting the sufferings –
all inflicted by men - of virgin saints,
climaxing in ecstasy fused with agony.
Eros and Thanatos, her mother points
out, sex and death. Back home
in California, Nina is carrying out
community service, a redemptive
punishment for her treatment of
one of her classmates; her action –
involving a photograph posted on
social media - was so repulsively cruel
that she seems unable to tell us what
she did until her tale is almost done.
She enjoys the work she is required to
do with homeless dogs in an animal
shelter sited in a neighbourhood
far less affluent than her own. The
reward for the unconditional love
some of these dogs have given is to
be killed and rendered down for use
in manufacturing lipstick. In another
particularly powerful segment of
her story, she records her moment
by moment experience of abortion
– kept secret from her parents and
boyfriend. In fact, Nina shares very
few conversations of any depth with
males; from her perspective, those

who impinge at all upon her life – Seth,
her mostly absent father, her English
teacher – remain unknowable.
Interspersed with these narratives,
set in a different typeface, are
short pieces of creative writing
which contribute to a project for her
Advanced Placement English class.
They are unified in one way by Nina’s
attempts to employ magic realism;
and in another through their oblique
insights into the experiences she
describes in other chapters. All this
makes for a fragmented chronology
which expects intelligent, reflective
readers. They will find that the interplay
of the story’s diverse elements offers
a powerful account of Nina’s uneven,
restless growth through two years of
mid-adolescence. GF

Across the Divide

HHHHH
Anne Booth, Catnip Books, 305pp.,
9781910611111, £6.99, pbk
It is very refreshing to read a novel
for teenagers that deals with things
of the mind, moral attitudes to issues
and how it affects them. This is such a
story. Olivia’s mum is a ‘peace activist’
and when she ends up being arrested,
Olivia goes to stay with her Dad on
Lindisfarne. Her parents did not marry,
not in fact her father’s choice, as Olivia
finds out on this holiday. Combined
with this, things at school where there
has been a move to start a cadet force,
have set her on a collision course with
not only her mother’s beliefs but those
of Aidan, a boy with whom she has
grown up. She has moved out to live
with her paternal grandparents, one of
whom is a vicar but also in the army
reserve and has served in Afghanistan
and who signs her consent form to join
the cadet force. On the island Olivia
encounters an old fashioned boy with
whom she strikes up a friendship, but
he is from the time of the Great War.
The story tells of Olivia’s coming to
terms with her mother’s inability to see
any point of view but he own, Aidan’s
Quaker beliefs, and the behaviour
of some of her fellow students, and
ultimately her decision to arbitrate a
decision about the cadet force.
This is a thoughtful, well-argued story
of a girl trying to work out things in her
own mind, finding out how to be her own
person instead of being part of the pack.
Olivia finds out that some people see
things only in their own terms without
even trying to understand someone
else’s point of view. Her interaction with
William dealing with his own issues
illustrates Olivia’s experience completely,
linking it with a past much in the public
mind at this the centenary year of the
ending of the Great War. This is a very
good novel indeed and hopefully will
encourage other young people to think
hard about the issues that impinge on
their lives. JF

The Island

HHHH
M.A. Bennett, Hot Key Books, 366pp,
978 1 4714 0753 6, £7.99 pbk
This very modern take on Lord of The
Flies deals in extremes. Lincoln (Link)

Selkirk is the son of two behavioural
science academics whose new
research posts at Oxford University
necessitated a move from the West
Coast of America and the bonus
of a free place for Link at Osney,
a prestigious public school whose
most
impressive
achievements
were in sport. Prior to this, Link had
been very happily-and effectivelyhome schooled, with not a whisper
of organised sport anywhere on the
deeply academic curriculum.
The twin events of his arrival at
Osney and his utter failure in the
athletic initiation ceremony made him
the natural target for the energetic,
imaginative and cruelly devised bullying
which he endured for three years before
declaring to his parents his intention
to leave school before his GCSE
examinations. His parents capitulated
only after Link agreed to stay on to
complete his exams and to attend a
Preparation For Life Summer School to
which his parents had signed him up.
Link agrees to the terms, boards
the plane with his fellow students
and then finds himself waking up
amidst its wreckage, apparently
alone on a desert island. After his
initial rejoicing he is deflated by their
reappearance on ‘his’ island, but his
wealth of knowledge and its practical
application mean that the others
defer to him as he delivers the three
things necessary for survival: fire,
food and shelter.
The realisation of his power turns
him into the sort of bully he despised
at Osney School. The reader begins to
loathe him just as much as the bullies
who made his life so miserable for so
long. He resorts to punishments like
starvation, humiliation and isolation,
playing his role like the worst of
dictators and always laying bare his
reasoning so that the reader can
watch the loss of his moral compass.
His attachment to Flora-unusual in
a young man so solitary-makes him
realise how far down the path of
dictator he has gone.
The revelations at the end of the
book were a shock and, in retrospect,
make the reader realise how cleverly
the narrative has been constructed.
The plane crash was a fake, the
island a social science experiment in
conjunction with Nasa and the students
selected for their conformity to certain
stereotypes. The ultimate aim was to
explore how human beings in a new and
isolated environment would establish
themselves as a society, ready for
the eventual colonisation of Mars but
the sideline was that Link discovered
how to lead using his many hitherto
undervalued talents and realised, too,
that people can act in ways which are
totally surprising.
This a multi-layered, thoughtprovoking book with a good deal to
say about the world in which we find
ourselves and it is because of this that
I found myself a little let down by the
inevitability-and clumsiness- of the
ending. Link as the President of America
was never beyond belief but that - and
his marriage to Fiona - might have been
more powerful left unsaid. VR
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Classics in Short No.131 Brian Alderson
Companions for Alice in The Runaway
Clarice Clavering,
fifteen years old, is
walking
ruminatively
in the garden of her
substantial country home
on the edge of London.
Her mother is dead, her
father is ‘something in the
City’, whence he travels
each day by train, and
her chief companion is
her governess, a pleasant
enough lady but ‘of few
original ideas, no fancies,
a reserved manner, and a
well regulated mind’.
As an ardent youth,
when we meet her,
excited by Walter Scott’s
Woodstock,
Clarice
is dissatisfied with her
genteel life. ‘If only
anything would happen’
she thinks and,
instantly on cue, there is a rustling in the
shrubbery and something does happen as
a beautiful, if tangled, little Olga emerges
on the path:‘”My goodness” cried Clarice. “What is it?”
“It’s me” said the girl, naturally
ungrammatical at such a moment.
“Oh do hide me; you will won’t you? Oh,
please do”’
Thus begins
Clarice’s longed-for adventure, as she
smuggles Olga into her bedroom and
becomes complicit in her plan to escape
to Scotland. It seems that her parents
live in India, where her father is a colonel
in a Highland regiment and, rather than
stay with her grandmother, who lives in a
castle in Scotland, she had been sent to a
boarding school in Yorkshire. It was not
quite Dotheboys Hall for girls, but she hated
it and had run away, although, being a
scatterbrain, she had got on the wrong train
and had ended up hiding in the garden of
Clarice’s suburban home down south.
Scatterbrain
does not fully summarize thirteen-year
old Olga’s intrepid but provocative
determination to do things her way and
this story of her secret stay in the Clavering
household amounts to a succession of
crazy escapades – pretending to be a
ghost, disguising herself as a schoolmarm,
climbing on the roof – that put at risk
Clarice’s comradely efforts to hide her. At
the same time, Clarice’s trust in Olga’s tale
is compromised when she learns that an
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agony column in The Times is advertising
a reward for the apprehension of a servant
girl who has absconded with money
and jewels from a school in Yorkshire,
thieveries which may correspond to similar
possessions in a bag that Olga is carrying.
How can Clarice remain loyal to the girl for
whom she has conceived a great affection
while avoiding telling lies or denouncing
her as a thief?
Irrepressible
and violently rejecting her reputed
dishonesty, Olga persists in madcap
exploits (“Of course I ought not to have
done it” she remarks after one episode
“One never ought to do fun – but it was
delicious”). The reader comes to wonder at
the ingenuity of her various contrivances
and how Clarice’s dilemma may be
resolved until, in a tremendous climax,
which involves the almost simultaneous
arrival of police (“This here go – though an
uncommon rum go – is of no manner of
use...”), a magistrate, and, in timely mode,
Olga’s Papa. Wrapping it all up a telegraph
boy brings news of the apprehension of
the other runaway, the Yorkshire servant
girl, for whom Olga has been mistaken
There are perhaps few readers of BfK
who have read The Runaway or know
anything of its author, Mrs Elizabeth Anna
Hart. It was first published by Messrs
Macmillan in the year that they also
published Through the Looking-Glass
and what Alice Found There (1872) and,

as I hope may be seen by the above brief
synopsis, it shares with that book a lightheartedness and an inventive delight in, as
Olga puts it, “doing fun” which is wholly at
odds with the reputation of Victorian writers
for children as dealers in evangelism and
doom. (An unworthy thought strikes that
Mrs Hart may have been couching a lance
against Charlotte Yonge.)
The craftsmanship of the story,
its pacing, its convincing household
scenes, the credibility and differentiation
of its characters are such that one may also
wonder why it fell from grace. Indeed, it
may well still be entirely forgotten had it
not been for the intervention of that great
artist, Gwen Raverat, who had loved the
book as a child and who was responsible
for persuading Macmillan to bring out a
new (very slightly altered) edition in 1936.
This she illustrated herself with a plethora
of superb wood engravings which place the
book in the top rank of illustrated stories for
children. Macmillan relinquished rights to it
in 1953 when Duckworth were able to issue
a new edition and Persephone brought it
into the twenty-first century in 2002. It still
remains though too little known.
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