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This issue’s cover illustration is from
Supertato Veggies in the Valley of
Doom by Sue Hendra and Paul Linnet.
Thanks to Simon and Schuster for their
help with this July cover.

In Praise of Delicious Words
by CILIP Carnegie Medal Winner 2018
Geraldine McCaughrean
My first recollections of a library are dark and
forbidding: a dim Labyrinth of shelving, and no toilet.
The up side was the iced buns Mother bought us on
the way home. But later there was the junior library,
where there were friendly librarians, sunlight, horses,
cowboys and knights.... And, of course, words.
At home, Mother quoted from Bible, Shakespeare
and poetry. My sister brought home Obstipui! in
place of Wow! My brother spliced radio sound tracks
into new plays. Words were fun; we collected them,
like cigarette cards or stamps. Everything entered
the family lexicon, alongside Tell it not in Gath,
proclaim it not in the streets of Ashkelon. We formed
a writing club one summer, a poetry club another.
As for reading... Tiny house. Tiny bookcase. No
money. But there was always the library. How
different would our childhoods have been without
the local library and those sunny librarians with
their stable of horse books?
I visited recently two state-of-the-art schools with
extensive libraries. Both were dispensing with their
librarians for lack of funds. But shelves and shelves
of books can be intimidating, bewildering. How do
you find the book that will like you, speak to you,
open up to you, stay with you, sing to you? School
librarians are how. They are satnav in the Labyrinth.
We float on an ocean of language. Toddlers pick
words up like mud, to delight in letting them spill
out again from their mouths. The young brain has a
phenomenal facility for acquiring language – which
tails off the older we grow.
So how did the thought ever surface that we
mustn’t overface young children with too rich a
diet of words; that vocabulary must be kept simple?
Naturally, the internet and messaging were
bound to reduce communication to a convenient
shorthand. But children need more than that
particular word-pool to equip them for life. It’s
certainly not a reason to make the vocabulary in
their books match the terse cyberworld.
All processing of information, all deep thought,
all good conversation needs more than basic
vocabulary. Strong emotions need more of an outlet
than a punch, a snog or a swearword. Eloquent
villains lie in wait, ready to seduce, scam or belittle
us: we need to be able to call their bluff.
It’s disconcerting, isn’t it, to be in a country
whose language we don’t know. Young children are
obliged to live in just such a place until they have
enough vocabulary to feel confident, competent,
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not lost, not second-rate, not full of feelings they
can’t adequately expel.
Readerly children appear to me to ‘think for
themselves’ more than non-readers. They express
original opinions. Herd beasts tend to think
corporately; readers break away from the herd
every time they open a book of their own choosing.
They can travel to Past and Future, faraway shores,
meet interesting strangers... and words.
But beyond all the delight of Story and
Knowledge, there is the sheer delight of words
themselves! The way they can clump like rusty nails
or slot together into a silver suspension bridge: the
way some settle softly on the inner ear, or please by
their mere shape. Similes and metaphors join things
up like dot-to-dot puzzles in our heads. We are the
only animals in creation who can gain mastery of
such things. Over the centuries, every generation
has added to the treasure horde, bequeathing it
to the next. Who’d dispossess their child of that
kind of birthright for a mess of potted phrases and
emojis when we can shower them with words they
can claim or ignore, as they care to?
That’s my argument for gradually and painlessly
enriching language in young children’s books so
that they can progress, rather than tread water amid
simple words they already know. They deserve a
springboard to propel them over the gap between
functional language and sumptuous, entertaining
language. That’s my argument for (later on) offering
the ‘literary’ novel. Giving a book by Pullman, Peet,
Mark, Fforde is neither overly optimistic nor child
cruelty. It’s a gift: “Take it or leave it, friend.” And
it might just be a ladder over the wall separating
childhood from emerging adulthood.
The term ‘literary novel’ is a confusing one. We
associate it with the adult market, where it tends to
mean ‘books written by really clever people’. This
may well describe some ‘literary’ writers for the
young, but that’s entirely beside the point. ‘Literary
novels’ for children simply delight in words and
style. As for me, I’m still basically a tongue-tied kid
playing in the button box of words and making
up stories using the shiny ones.
But if there’s
one thing age has taught me, it’s that if I enjoy
something, plenty other kids out there do, too.
Congratulations to Geraldine McCaughrean,
winner of the 2018 CILIP Carnegie Medal for
Where the World Ends.
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Celebrating 20 years of the Foyle
Young Poets of the Year Award -

inspiring young writers from every corner of the world
Winning the Foyle is like fixing a rocket
booster to your writing”
Adham Smart – Foyle winner in 2006, 2007 and 2009
Founded by The Poetry Society in 1998 and supported by the
Foyle Foundation since 2001 the Foyle Young Poets of the Year
Award is firmly established as the key competition for young poets
aged between 11and 17 years. Marcus Stanton introduces the
competition and describes its impact on poets and poetry.
Over the past two decades of Foyle The Poetry Society has received
more than 195,000 poems from well over 80,000 poets. In 2017, Foyle
attracted 10,921 poems from 6,079 young poets (around 3,000 of
which came from schools) from 72 countries, from as far afield as
Azerbaijan, Brazil, Japan, Syria and Zimbabwe. Out of these entries
the judges had to select 100 winners, made up of 15 top poets and 85
commended poets. Top 15 winners go on to attend a week’s writing
course at the Arvon Residential centre, The Hurst, in Shropshire
and receive ongoing support and encouragement from The Poetry
Society, through publication, performance, promotion and access to
a paid internship programme. In the past, Foyle Young Poets have
been showcased on BBC Radio 3, BBC Radio 6 and in the Guardian
and The Times. They have featured in performances at the Ledbury
Poetry Festival, Proms Lates at the Royal Albert Hall and at Stanza
Scotland’s International Poetry Festival.
Perhaps most importantly, Foyle has helped to start the career of
many of today’s most exciting poets and writers. In a recent survey of
young writers commissioned by The Poetry Society, competitions
such as Foyle are seen by many (61%) as a coveted route to being 2018 Ted Hughes Award winner, Jay Bernard was a Foyle winner
in 2005:
published and making their creative presence known to the world.
Acclaimed poet Caroline Bird was a Top 15 winner at age 13 and 14 ‘Thirteen years later many of the people from my year are on my
in 1999 and 2000 and is judging this year’s entries with the brilliant bookshelf, or I see their names pop up as editors, journalists, lawyers,
or workers in arts organisations.’
Daljit Nagra. She says:
‘If I hadn’t won the Foyle Award I don’t think I’ve have had the
necessary recklessness to say – with my audible voice – I am a writer.’
‘I entered because someone had given my mum a leaflet for the
competition (‘your daughter writes poems, doesn’t she?’) that she had
pinned to the fridge. I was twelve years old. I distinctly remember
making a big ceremonial trip, on my own, to the post box. I never
thought I would win; it was just a massive deal for me to print them
out and put them in an envelope.’
Sarah Howe, 2016 T.S.Eliot Prize Winner and Foyle winner in
2000 reflects on how life changing it was to win Foyle: ‘I don’t think
sixteen-year-old me could have foreseen that future when she saw
the competition flyer tacked up on the (English) noticeboard, and
thought, ‘Why not? Surely I can work out how to write a poem?’

Asked about the relevance of Foyle to the wider poetry landscape,
Caroline Bird said: ‘We need to read young poets and listen to young
poets...that utter freshness can’t be brought back, and teenagers have a
rawness - their eyes are peeled in a way that adults can rarely achieve.’
‘The competition has always been borderless. To bring together young
writers across such great distances and to celebrate their writing as
one cohort – this is a radical and essential act. The Foyle Young
Poets Award has been doing this for twenty years; it must continue
for many, many, many more to come,’ says Martha Sprackland, Foyle
winner in 1999 and 2005.
This year’s winners will be announced at a special ceremony and
reception at the Southbank Centre, London on 2 October. The top
15 winning poets will have their poems published in an anthology in
March 2019. The anthology of last year’s winners, There was a word
for that, is available in print and online at http://poetrysociety.org.
uk/competitions/foyle-young-poets-of-the-year-award/
The annual anthology is one of the most widely circulated poetry
anthologies in the world.

A recent winner of Foyle is Cyrus Larcombe-Moore from Tavistock
Devon. Cyrus was a Top 15 winner in 2016, and was longlisted in
the National Poetry Competition the very next year: ‘Winning in
2016 was a validation, proof that I could be a writer and a poet,
and gifted me self-belief, leading me later to enter the National Poetry
Competition.’
The Foyle Young Poets of the Year Award 2018 is open for
‘To have your writing recognised at an international level by people entries until midnight (BST) on 31st July 2018. Entries are free and
who don’t know you is incredibly encouraging. Winning the Foyle welcome from individuals or via schools. A free pack of anthologies
is like fixing a rocket booster to your writing,’ said Adham Smart, a and resources are available by emailing fyp@poetrysociety.org.uk.
The competition entry form, rules and all resources can be found at
Foyle winner in 2006, 2007 and 2009.
foyleyoungpoets.org
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Rhythm and Poetry:

Karl Nova, CLiPPA winner 2018
Karl Nova has just been awarded the 2018 CLiPPA (CLPE Poetry Award) for
his debut collection of poetry, Rhythm and Poetry. Nova, a rapper and poet,
was clearly a favourite with the huge audience of children who attended the
ceremony, and impressed the judges too: ‘This book really stood out with its
refreshing use of the rap genre, its musicality, its immediacy and thoughtful
reflections on the creative process’, said Chair Grace Nichols.
Charlotte Hacking interviewed Karl about his poetry for Books for Keeps.
Congratulations on winning CLiPPA 2018. How do you feel
about winning and what opportunities do you hope it will bring?
I feel so happy, it felt really good. I was shocked at first, I honestly
thought maybe John Agard or Sarah Crossan would win and when
they announced my name, I was in shock. I took the award with me
to a school in Luton where I do a residency once a week to show
them and for the children it meant so much. They saw a guy who
wrote a book, worked really hard and who’d been working with
them for a while and he won an award that they could touch and

see his name on and it really gave them a boost too. I hope this will
give me a platform now to bring more poetry to more kids. It’s a
transformative thing to work with them and bring out their creativity;
that’s the most important thing this does for me.
When did you become a writer of poetry? What helped you
develop into the award winning poet you are today?
I started writing poetry at the suggestion of my younger sister. I
was going through a lot in my teens and she noticed that I’d always
written a lot of little raps and things and told me I should write more.
So I started writing for myself; I wasn’t going to show it to anyone. I
had stacks of notebooks, but I would hide them under my bed. Then
I got into music and started making songs and performing rap, all
the time still writing poetry, but doing it for my own recreation. What
really took it to the next level was when I started doing workshops
with schools and I realised I needed more material to bridge the gap
between myself and the students. Working with them reminded me
of everything I went through in my teens and as a child, and that’s
where poems like Peer Pressure came from.
How has your background as a hip hop artist contributed
to the way you write poetry? How is it different to writing
your music?
This is a really interesting question. Being a hip-hop artist feeds into
my work as a poet, I don’t really separate them in my mind, but
when they come out on paper I know which will be a song and
which will be a poem for a book or a recital. When I started writing
raps, I wanted to write so well that if someone looked at my lyrics on
paper and read them, they knew they were as good as if they were
hearing me perform them or if they were hearing them over music.
I wanted it to be like standard poetry. I was also inspired by people
like Saul Williams, who is an amazing spoken word artist, and by
watching Def Jam poetry DVDs; this was a real turning point for
me. They would perform the most incredible poetry, which inspired
me to want to be as good as these artists were. When I was writing
the book, I wanted to be an authentic voice and for that voice to be
heard clearly. I started thinking of poets I like, like Maya Angelou,
who has a very unique voice in her performance and also in her
writing and that’s what I aspired to do.
Your collection spans many topics and themes, from peer
pressure and cyber-bullying, to your love of London, your
family and music. How did you put the collection together?
The collection was quite hard to put together. I wanted to write
for me, about the things I love, like my mum and like London; my
childhood memories. Also, about my own engagement with writing
and poetry and some lyrical exercises, crossing over with my music.
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There were so many pieces I had to leave out because
the editors were looking for a collection for primary
aged pupils and they might have been too mature. I
fought for some stay, such as No Beef, an anti-violence
piece that deals with important messages. I see this
as a coming-of-age book. The first bit is about the
childhood memories then, as the book progresses, it
gets a bit more complex and into meatier issues. I also
think that adults can get a lot out of the book; to me it’s
like a Pixar movie, kids can connect with it and then
there’s a layer for the adult to look into themselves and
get something from it too.
How do you see the impact of your poetry on the
children you visit?
I have a philosophy that poetry is written to be spoken.
I wanted to make sure that I am a fresh voice that
the reader can identify with and that the poetry in the
book was as alive on the page as if I was standing in
front of them performing it. I’ve seen the effect my
performances have on children when I visit schools. I
really want to show that rap is a valid form of literature;
when I perform, I can really see their minds opening
to the idea that rap is poetry and that poetry is wider
than they thought it could be. I’m taking all the literary
devices they are learning about, simile, metaphor,
onomatopoeia, hyperbole and I’m feeding it back to
them through rap. It both validates their own experience
and affirms what they are learning in school. Then,
when I throw the writing challenge back at them, what
they produce is amazing. They understand the themes
in my poems and it inspires them to write about what’s
important to them in their own authentic voice; I’ve
seen them write about mental health, the impact of
social media, real and important things they are going
through. One day I’d like to be able to capture the
poems the children write themselves and put them into
a book, they really are that good.
And finally, what more can we expect from Karl
Nova the poet in the future?
I’ve already started putting together some poems for a
new collection that is just starting to come together. I’m
writing all the time, on my phone, when I’m working
with schools, when I’m doing events, poems are
coming all the time. I’m also working on a new fiction
title, an adventure. Imagine a rapper, a hip hop guy
writing adventure fiction, drawing from what’s great
about books like Harry Potter mixed with hip hop,
that’s what it’s going to be. And I’m definitely excited
about judging on next year’s CLiPPA!
Rhythm and Poetry, Caboodle, 9780995488540,
£5.99
Charlotte Hacking is the Learning Programmes Leader and member of
the CLiPPA judging panel at CLPE, an independent UK charity dedicated to
helping schools develop literacy learning that transforms lives.

About CLPE and our work with poetry:
Established in 2003, the Centre for Literacy in Primary Poetry Award
(CLiPPA) is the only award to recognise excellence in published poetry
for children in the UK. It encourages and celebrates outstanding new
children’s poetry and is presented annually for a book of poetry by a single
poet or collection of children’s poetry published in the preceding year.
2018 celebrated the 4th year of the hugely popular CLiPPA Shadowing
Scheme. Running in schools alongside the CliPPA judging, the shadowing
scheme has so far reached more than 600 teachers and 14,000 children.
As part of its commitment to support teachers to teach poetry in an exciting
and creative way, CLPE creates teaching materials for all shortlisted books.
This includes videos of the shortlisted poets, accessible for free on the
Poetryline site. Shadowing schools have the opportunity to win copies

of all the shortlisted books and to attend or perform at the CLiPPA 2018
Poetry Show.
CLPE’s Power of Poetry course brings together published poets and an
anthologist with teachers to develop their knowledge, confidence and
expertise in their own poetry repertoire and the teaching of poetry. Research
evaluation from the training shows that poetry provides a means for children
to find and develop their own voice bringing a wide range of benefits,
particularly development of their own writing. Opportunities to practise and
perform poetry adds to the understanding and enjoyment of it and having a
performance goal, such as through the CLiPPA shadowing scheme, is a
real motivator in children engaging with poetry. The research demonstrates
the real need for a focus on poetry as a vehicle for improving children’s
engagement in and enjoyment of reading and creative writing in schools.
CLPE’s summary of findings and full evaluation report from the Power of
Poetry project can be found at: https://clpe.org.uk/library-and-resources/
research
The Poetryline website can be accessed at: https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline
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It’s only a drink…’ is not the way picture book partnerships
generally begin. But, were it not for those imploring words
from Paul Linnet to Sue Hendra in a Brighton pub 12 years
ago (with Hendra – eventually – agreeing to a date), there
would be no Supertato, Norman, Barry, Gordon or Wanda.

Hendra and Linnet, the picture book world’s most delightfully silly
couple, came up with the idea for their first book, Barry the Fish
with Fingers, on their first date and haven’t stopped creating
since. Now celebrating the publication of the fifth book in the
Supertato series, Supertato: Veggies in the Valley of Doom,
their relationship has evolved into a unique partnership where they
both conceptualise, write and illustrate their books collaboratively.
Supertato, a cape-clad superhero potato who battles his arch-nemesis
Evil Pea in every adventure, is their best-loved character. Even the
choice of these vegetables has a link to their history as a couple.
After taking a romantic selfie at a festival they noticed that Linnet’s
head was ‘huge, like a potato!’ while Hendra’s was a ‘tiny pea head!’
she laughs. They tried out various settings for the characters, from
a compost heap to a city with a New York skyline, before settling
on a supermarket at night, after all the shoppers have gone home,
suggesting a secret world. ‘It all came together perfectly, this safe
world that also felt like it was big enough to be full of possibilities,
full of dangers, with limitless potential,’ says Hendra. For the child,
‘it is whatever world the reader exists in – it could be their house
or school or town. It contains good and evil and a thousand tales,’
adds Linnet.
So far, among those tales have been a sports day at the supermarket
(and the arrival of the fabulous Gloria the watermelon), a Christmasthemed escapade with the Evil Pea’s most dastardly plan yet
(“Operation Freezification!”) and now a hide and seek adventure
that, for the first time, takes the vegetables into a whole new aisle of
the supermarket and shows a softer side to Evil Pea (or does it…?)
All the books, as well as being genuinely laugh out loud funny for
both little readers and those who read to them, share a sense of pace
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Sue Hendra and Paul Linnet

Interviewed by Michelle Pauli

that Hendra and Linnet credit in part to the mildly comic-book feel
of the books.
‘I loved the idea of visually introducing the concept of the graphic
novel into a picture book,’ says Hendra. ‘So even the layout of the
first book and the way that it’s drawn is influenced by the cell-style
of comic books in ever such a light touch way. We had to make
some compromises and so it’s not too shocking in its layout but
it really does get across that graphic novel sense of pace. The first
book gets quite frenetic.’

‘Our brand of silliness can be
enticing to a reluctant reader’
The layout also aids the accessibility of the books, which is important
to Hendra and Linnet and is frequently noted by teachers, who tweet
to the pair their gratitude for books that work so well in the classroom
at getting children of all reading abilities engaged and excited.
‘What makes me so proud is that we go to visit children in schools
and wherever we are, even in places where the teachers tell us
that the children don’t really have books and don’t get read
bedtime stories, they know our books. I’m really happy with that
achievement,’ says Linnet.
While praising independent bookshops and Waterstones, the pair also
pay credit to their publishers for persuading major supermarkets to
stock their books, enabling even more children to have access to them.
‘It’s about getting books into children’s hands, that’s what’s
important,’ comments Hendra. ‘It’s been a happy accident that our
brand of silliness can be enticing to a reluctant reader who gets into
the silliness.’
They were delighted to have their silliness recognised in the inaugural
Lollie awards in 2015 when they won the picture book category
with I Need a Wee, the tale of Alan the bear who is in a rush to get
to the loo on time (and who is going to make a reappearance next
year in a lift the flap book), and believe passionately in the ideals of
the prize, which seeks to bring funny to the fore.

‘We’re very serious about being silly’
‘We’re very serious about being silly,’ says Hendra, firmly. Linnet
agrees. ‘People don’t always value comedy and silliness because
they don’t quite see what it is. But when you take the thing in
front of you and you look at it in a different way to make it funny
or make up a silly story about it, that’s a way of understanding the
world around you. It’s what scientists do, they look at something
in a different way to understand it better. It’s using a part of your
brain to see something from a different point of view and therein
lies empathy. Being silly is really important and it can have so much
creative power.’
While it was the shared love of silliness Hendra and Linnet
discovered on that first date that led to their burgeoning romance,
their individual backgrounds also meshed in a way that perhaps
made working together almost inevitable. Having graduated with
a degree in illustration, Hendra was working in Brighton for an
illustration agency. Linnet, meanwhile, had studied graphic design
in Derby but pursued music full-time until moving to Brighton,
where he’d grown up as a child. ‘Bored stiff’ in his new computing
career, Linnet popped into Hendra’s studio one day where she was
working on some technical illustrations (‘not quite my forte,’ she
observes dryly). Linnet pointed out that the rocket she was drawing

would never fly and started scribbling over her work. Soon they
were working together on Hendra’s jobbing illustrator work, with
Linnet doing the spread design and technical shapes before Hendra
brought in the colour and texture, crucially enabling her to take on
more work at a time when they were expecting their child.
Unfortunately, it also meant that Paul’s contribution slipped under
the radar as the work had to be in Hendra’s name. ‘It didn’t seem
like it was that important but we didn’t know that Barry the Fish
with Fingers was going to be really popular and would lead to
another book and another book. I feel like we’re still paying that
price today when Paul doesn’t get mentioned and recognised,’ says
Hendra, visibly upset at the lack of credit for Linnet in a shared
career that includes Norman the Slug with the Silly Shell, Nobot
the Robot with No Bottom, Wanda and the Alien (now a TV
series) and many more.
Nowadays that is being redressed and earlier books that had only
Hendra listed as the author and illustrator now have both names
when they are reissued and, slowly, there is growing recognition
that they are a 50/50 partnership. Even without that earlier history,
it is perhaps inevitable that there will be some confusion, given that
their way of working is so rare, with not just ideas and words but
sketches and artwork batted back and forth and worked on equally.
However, as well as marvellous picture books it also leads to a very
productive workflow. Along with more Supertato adventures they
have three books coming out with Macmillan plus books written for
Hodder, illustrated by Nick East (of Goodnight Spaceman fame).
‘It was the missing piece of the jigsaw to meet Paul, a fellow nitwit,’
says Hendra. And all fans of brilliantly silly books created by
endearingly silly couples should be very glad she did say yes, in the
end, to ‘only a drink’.
Barry the Fish with Fingers, Simon and Schuster,
978-1847385161, £6.99
Supertato: Veggies in the Valley of Doom, Simon and Schuster,
978-1471171703, £6.99
I Need a Wee, Simon and Schuster, 978-1471120879, £6.99
Norman the Slug with the Silly Shell, Simon and Schuster,
978-1847389763, £6.99
Nobot the Robot with No Bottom, Simon and Schuster,
978-0857074454, £6.99
Wanda and the Alien, Red Fox, 978-1849410182,

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:
Bruce Ingman
‘Young children have an uninhibited, instinctive,
approach to drawing, unhampered by any
perceived rules and it’s that ability to put feeling
before form that gives Bruce Ingman’s illustrations
a certain guileless innocence’. So said Joanna
Carey, assessing the work of Bruce Ingman for
the Guardian. Here he explains how he creates
and maintains that guileless freshness in his
collaborations with Allan Ahlberg.

It starts with the story. No, that’s not true. It always starts with the
phone call.
Allan calls to give me the heads up that the story is on the way. In
the actual post!
This way I get his very important annotations on the text. But it
means I’m well and truly chomping on my pencil by the time the
jolly postman delivers the goods.
It won’t be a surprise to anyone that the first thing I do now is find
a quiet spot to read the story. I read it several times and then I let it
settle in my head while I get on with the practical bits of starting a
book: cutting a sketchbook down to a suitable size, cutting out the
text and sticking it into this ‘dummy’ book and putting on the kettle.
It sounds very old school but this is still one of the most important
rituals of getting started. When I’ve roughed out the whole book, the
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real sport begins. I photocopy it and send it to Allan and the ping
pong of ideas begins.
My roughs are very primal and this is crucial; I don’t want to go
too finished too early or I will lose that freshness when I decide
to progress to the final versions. I don’t want to just colour in my
drawings. I want to save that final decision-making for the artwork
stage. It keeps me interested not quite knowing what’s going to
happen next when I’m working. Luckily, Allan and all my publishers
understand this process.
When I get to the painting stage, I’ll do two or three versions so
I don’t get overly precious and can take risks with the painting
knowing I won’t have to start all over again. I use acrylics as they dry
really quickly and you can over paint quite easily. It’s like trying to
capture the moment the idea struck and never losing that moment,
of relying on my instinct to make the connection between words
and reader.
My close working relationship with Allan can be seen all through
our books and is very important. This is at its most obvious in our
latest book My Worst Book Ever but it is an ongoing feature. Allan
made himself and my daughter ants in The Pencil. My son appears
in My Worst Book Ever. Then there’s the dog called Bruce in The
Runaway Dinner!

Goldy Broad, the designer, played a pivotal role in what proved to be
quite a technically tricky book. We probably did about ten different
covers along the way. And when I said I wanted to put Allan’s actual
desk in the book, she didn’t even flinch. She calmly took the rubbings

I had made of the desk top, dropped it behind my artwork and
together we came up with a colour palette to make it work.
My Worst Book Ever is published by Thames & Hudson,
hardback £10.95, 978-0500650905

‘So touching
and original
and delightful…
I LOVE it’
Jacqueline Wilson

‘I literally loved every moment of it’
David Litchfield,
author of The Bear and the Piano
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Ten of the Best
Island Stories

Tricia Adams chooses the ten best island-set adventures.
Islands are an entirety in themselves, they can be a different world allowing either escape or
underlining isolation and difference. They may be attractive or, in fact, the exact opposite and
be something you need to escape from, giving characters and plots a whole different series of
problems and challenges than might be the case on a mainland. In many cases the island is a
cypher to place the characters under a different stress.
Personally, I have ambivalent feelings about islands – their isolation appeals to the loner part
of my character – though I know I could never live entirely on an island as the gregarious part
of my nature needs other places and a large circle of friends and acquaintances to react with.
But, as I regularly say, reading is a safe place to expose yourself to other experiences and the
following books are some of the best reads about islands.
Where the World Ends
Geraldine McCaughrean Usborne
Publishing 9781474943437 £6.99
The 2018 CILIP Carnegie Medal
winner is a powerful story of the
young men and boys who every year
spend three weeks on the remote
sea stac off St Kilda. This is set in the
summer of 1727 and the predicament
of the group when no one returns
to collect them from the stac is
explored. This is historical fiction of
the highest quality – a Wolf Hall
for young people, if you will. The
boys, knowing nothing like this has
happened before, assume the world
has ended and they are they only survivors – but what can they
do to get away? The story explores the depths of their isolation,
their strength of character and their resilience in an unforgettable
engrossing read.

The Island
Nicky Singer, illustrated by Chris
Riddell Caboodle Books, 978 0
9929389 6 3 £6.99
Cameron, who has spent his life
in urban settings, arrives on an
uninhabited Arctic island whilst his
mother is carrying out scientific
research there. He thinks he is quite
prepared for everything the climate can
throw at him and believes his mother’s
rational explanations for much that
he sees. Except when graves start to
open and he sees an Inuit girl and a
large white bear that no one else is
seeing. The book is run through with
Inuit legends as the story explores
Cameron’s arrogance in thinking the rest of the world can plunder
the seas and the unexplored lands for their own ends. An exploration
of loneliness, legend and man’s conscience.
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Edge Chronicles 1: Curse
of the Gloamglozer: First
Book of Quint
Paul Stewart and Chris Riddell.
Random House Children’s Books
9780552569620 £7.99
Fourteen-year-old Quint Verginix is the
only remaining son of a famous skypirate. He and his father have journeyed
to the city of Sanctaphrax – a great
floating rock, bound to the ground
below by a chain, an island floating
in the sky. Deep inside the great rock
of the island something horrible lurks.
With his father away, Quint may be
the only one who can save Sanctaphrax from the dreaded curse of
the gloamglozer. This is the first in an interconnected series of fantasy
novels that take readers on a long and rewarding adventure through
floating islands and amazing lands, where daring and friendship help
overcome apparently insurmountable enemies. A fun read with the
darker moments underlining the mystery and adventure elements.

Kensuke’s Kingdom
Michael Morpurgo Egmont
9781405221740 £6.99
Michael is washed up on a Pacific
island in a storm – by himself. He
finds it impossible to survive in such
an alien landscape and so curls up to
sleep – probably not to wake up. But
he does wake up and finds a plate
of food beside him... It is some time
before he understands that his helper
is an old Japanese man who does not
want others on his island. Over time
a friendship and trust build between
the two characters as they face future
adversity together. Told in Morpugo’s
easy to read style this is a great book
for younger readers, teaching much with a light touch.

Welcome
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Barroux, Egmont, 9781405280525,
£6.99
A simple but powerful picture book
for young readers. Polar Bear and his
friends are swept from their icy home
so they hope for a new home in a
new land. They are turned away from
island after island by the inhabitants
(panda, giraffe and cows until at last,
with their own ice island shrinking all
the time, they find an empty island
where they can settle. After a while monkeys turn up and want to
share the island – after some thought the bears welcome them. A
delightful picture book for parents to share with children exploring
the plight of refugees from their own homelands.

Beyond the Bright Sea
Lauren Wolk, Corgi, 9780552574303,
£6.99
Crow was tied into an old boat and
sent out to sea. The boat washed up
on a tiny windswept island and the
new born baby was seen to have a
feather-shaped birthmark, a ruby ring
and the remains of a sea soaked letter.
Osh found her and in his own way
welcomed her into his world and the
island. It is some time later that Crow
starts to wonder where she came from,
what her history is, and if it might be
somehow connected with the lights
she can see burning from across the
water around her home. This book has elements of mystery in
Crow’s past but develops quickly into a story of family and whether
the past is more important than the future.

The Island at the End of
Everything
Kiran Millwood Hargrave, Chicken
House, 9781910002766, £6.99
Ami lives with her sick mother on a
beautiful island until the arrival of a
cruel government representative – Mr
Zamora. The island is to be made into
a colony for suffered of leprosy with
all healthy individuals to be moved
to an orphanage across the sea on
another island. On her enforced travels
Ami meets a friend and they try to find
a way back home – even though it is
forbidden to return there. This is an
incredibly difficult journey – enlivened
with beauty of the natural landscape, especially the butterflies they
see. But it is chiefly about children fighting for what they know to
be right and good. A beautifully crafted book, written with a poetic
style that lives with you for a long time.

We Were Liars
E Lockhart, Hot Key Books,
781471403989, £7.99
A very privileged family spend their
summers on a private island in luxury
– until there is a disaster. There are four
main characters – the liars – and the
story switches between their points of
view, giving us a skewed view of the
truth in this complex thriller. It will not
be to everyone’s taste as the writing
style is often short phrases with overly
dramatic expressions and imagery but
I found it compelling. As a reader you
are questing everything all the time in
this tragic but beautiful story.

The Children of Castle
Rock
Natasha Farrant, Faber & Faber,
9780571323562, £6.99
Alice Mistlethwaite is an imaginative
child who is shipped off to an unusual
boarding school in Scotland – which
turns out to be so unlike everything
she could imagine she wonders if she
will ever fit in. To add to her worries
her Dad, Barney, an up and coming
actor, disappears – and Alice decides
she must try and find him. Can she
persuade her two friends at school to
help her run away and find him. This
is an epic quest in search of the rather
ne’er do well Barney and all set in the wonderful countryside of the
Scottish Islands with their storms, difficult tides and teeming wildlife
– especially sea birds. A truly magnificent island sits at the heart of
this wonderful adventure for young readers.
And finally

Swallows and Amazons
Arthur Ransome Vintage Publishing
- this edition 2012, originally 1932
ISBN 9780099572794 £7.99
The Walker children – Captain John,
Mate Susan, Able-Seaman Titty,
and Ship’s Boy Roger – set sail on
the Swallow and head for Wild Cat
Island. There they will camp under
open skies, swim in clear water and
go fishing for their dinner. But their
days are disturbed by the Blackett
sisters, the fierce Amazon pirates. The
Swallows and Amazons decide to
battle it out, and so begins a summer of unforgettable discoveries
and incredible adventures. Surely one of the best known and loved
island adventure stories ever – a classic to be read at least once by
every island lover!.

As a professional librarian Tricia Adams has worked in several sectors including government libraries and as a self-employed information
specialist. For the last 20+ years she has worked with children’s books. This included a spell as a primary school librarian, before moving
back to public libraries as Head of Children’s and Young People’s Public Library Services and the manager of the Schools’ Library Service
– Learning Resources for Education Northamptonshire. She was director of the School Library Association from 2008 until 2018.
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Beyond the Secret Garden?
Portrayals of Mixedness

Part four in Darren Chetty and Karen Sands-O’Connor’s series looking at
representations of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic voices in children’s books.
In G. A. Henty’s A Roving Commission; or, Through the Black
Insurrection of Hayti (1900), the young white protagonist, Nat
Glover, comments that mixed-race people on Haiti, whom he labels
mulattoes, ‘hate the whites. I don’t mean the best of the mulattoes,
because many of them are gentlemen and good fellows; but
the lower class are worse than the negroes; they are up to any
devilment, and will do anything they can to injure a white man’
(16). He argues that white people should stay shy of them, because
it’s not always easy to tell the ‘brutes’ from the gentlemen. Henty,
who promoted a conservative brand of British imperialism in his
more than fifty historical novels aimed at young readers, is often
portrayed as depicting Victorian views about race accurately, if not
favorably, and certainly his opinions were consistent with some other
authors. But no era has a single opinion, and 19th and early 20th
century life and literature contained many contrasting depictions
of the mixed-race person. As early as 1851, Dinah Mulock Craik
(who authored the 1872 Adventures of a Brownie and 1875 The

Little Lame Prince) wrote a story, The Half-Caste, in which the
daughter of an English merchant and an Indian princess wins the
heart of an Englishman in England. While the title character’s fortune
undoubtedly swept away some of the potential racial objections to
such a union, class did not always (as Henty thought) indicate the
attitude of or toward the mixed-race person. Henry Charles Moore
included the mixed-race Jamaican nurse Mary Seacole in his 1903
Noble Deeds of the World’s Heroines, stating her parentage in
matter-of-fact manner: ‘her father being a Scotchman and her mother
a native’ (134). Moore criticizes the racism that kept Seacole from her
work: ‘Soon she found, greatly to her sorrow, that the colour of her
skin was considered, in official circles, a barrier to her employment
. . . It was indeed a foolish act on the part of the officials’ (143). The
main difference between a positive and a negative depiction of a
mixed-race character in the Victorian era is not a lack of discussion
of race and racism—all these depictions include both—but some
books, like Moore’s, encourage the reader to examine the actions of
the character rather than their race alone.
While many mixed-race Victorian characters had to overcome
racism, there is rarely the sense (as there is in American novels
of the time) that they have to overcome their race; the characters
depicted by Moore, Craik, and even Henty are not ‘tragic mulattoes,’
unhappy characters who fit neither in the Black nor the white world.
However, later in the twentieth century, white British authors did
tend to depict the children (or potential children) of white and Black
British people as problems or tragedies. In Josephine Kamm’s 1962
problem novel, Out of Step, a young white teenager falls in love with
an older West Indian man. When she tells her parents that she wants
to marry him, they admit that they like Bob, but ‘It’s not fair to bring
children into the world who won’t be one thing or the other’ (177).
When Betty calls out her parents’ racism, her mother tells her, ‘Tisn’t
only the whites, Bet. Coloured people don’t like them either (177).
Marjorie Darke’s 1978 The First of Midnight offers an unusually
sympathetic portrait of an 18th century relationship between a white
servant and a Black slave-turned-boxer, but a similar caution about
the result of such a union. At the end of the novel Midnight leaves
a pregnant Jess for Africa, knowing that their children ‘could not be
accepted into my tribe’ (176). While the Victorians did not hesitate to
cite white racism as a problem for mixed-race people, white authors
of the 1960s and 1970s argued that Black racism was just as much
of a problem. Notably, Black authors did not share this view; Beryl
Gilroy’s early reader New People at Twenty-Four (1973) detailed
a mixed-race family moving in to a multiracial neighbourhood; only
the white people express any racist attitudes.
Mixed-race characters became increasingly common as the twentieth
century wore on. In books about teenagers, such as Catherine
Johnson’s Other Colours (1997), the concern is less about racism
and more about identity: ‘Out with them, all blonde or light brown
hair, all British blue-grey-eyed, and me with my yellow-brown skin
and wiry hair, I know I’m something else’ (9). The Curious Tale
of the Lady Caraboo (2015), one of her historical novels, also has
a character whose skin colour sets her apart; the main character, a
mixed-race servant-class girl uses questions about her racial identity
to run away and create a new self as a princess. Johnson’s mixedrace Louise struggles with finding her place in the world and Lady
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Caraboo struggles to hold on to hers because of their race. On the other
hand, characters in Sita Brahmachari’s series about the Levenson children,
Artichoke Hearts, Jasmine Skies and Tender Earth, who have a ‘dual
history’ (Artichoke Hearts 7) of Jewish and Indian parents, celebrate and
recognize how both sides of this duality make up their identity. Finally,
Patrice Lawrence writes stories about mixed-race characters who have
both happy and unhappy family situations; in Indigo Donut (2017),
Bailey has a ‘six-foot ginger afro’ (60), a social worker white father and a
black teacher mum; he helps Indigo, in foster care after her mother, who
Indigo tells Bailey was mixed-race (77) dies violently. Lawrence’s books
show family heritage as an important but not an overdetermined aspect
of identity.
Such everyday portrayals of mixedness are present in Through My
Window (1986) by Tony Bradman and Eileen Browne, which endures
as a picture book that adopts the point of view of a mixed race girl in a
contemporary multicultural, urban setting. Depicting a happy two parent
family, the book but presents Jo’s mixedness as unextraordinary, and no
specific reference to it is made in the text.
More recent picture books foreground mixed race children whilst exploring
how their racialised mixedness informs their relationships. In That’s My
Mum - Henriette Barkow & Derek Brazell (2001), Mia and Kai are friends
with a common experience; people don’t think that their mothers are
really their mothers. They notice that they don’t have the same problem
when they are out with their dads. They resolve this issue, based in an
experience familiar to many mixed race people, by making photo badges
with the book’s title as a statement of pride. In My Two Grannies written
by Floella Benjamin, and illustrated by Margaret Chamberlain, Alvina’s
parents go on holiday, leaving her with Granny Vero from Trinidad
and Granny Rose from Yorkshire. At first the two grannies compete for
Alvina’s attention and by sharing the food, stories, and music of their own
childhoods. It is Alvina who proposes they take turns. The attitudes of
adults, as in Kamm’s 1962 novel, remains a potential source of tension, yet
here it is the child of a mixed-marriage who has the wherewithal to resolve
this tension, managing her relationships with both her grandmothers and
the relationship between the two grandmothers. In Snowflakes (2013)
by Cerrie Burnell and Laura Ellen, Mia, a brown skinned (and presumably
mixed) girl moves from the city to live with her white Grandma Mitzi in
the countryside. Mia’s initial sense of feeling somewhat out of place is
core to the narrative but dealt with subtly. She stares into the playground
of her new schools and sees ‘children, as pale as snow, so different from
the children in the city’. Difference is acknowledged in the story but not
portrayed as an insurmountable barrier to warm, loving relationships.
The use of mixed-race characters in British children’s literature highlight
both the fears about a multiracial society and the struggle to find where
you belong in society. All of these books underscore the fundamental
need for all children, no matter what their ethnic background, class or
age, to be loved and accepted for whom they are and for their potential
to contribute to society. As people of dual (treble, quadruple) heritage
become an ever-increasing percentage of the population, we hope that
children’s books reflect this reality for all child readers.
Click here for a list of books with mixed race characters.

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 19652015 (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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IBBY UK and books about disability
Every two years the International Board on
Books for Young People (IBBY) organises
an international review of books for children
which will help young readers to a better
understanding of disability and disabled people.
There are eighty national or regional sections of IBBY. Each section
has the right to nominate up to twelve books across three categories
to support understanding of disability. The categories are (1) books
in specialised formats such as Braille or with tactile features. Such
books are designed specifically for children with sensory or learning
disabilities. Category (2) is picture books published within the
general circulation featuring characters with disabilities. Category
(3) is longer novels featuring characters with disabilities. Nominated
books must function as narratives. They must also portray disability in
a positive and non-discriminatory manner. No one will recommend
a book that is worthy but unengaging for young readers.
The public library of Toronto is the home of IBBY’s disability
archive. For this reason the evaluation of the entries from all the
different sections is in the hands of the Canadian branch of IBBY.
Those learning about the IBBY process for the first time may ask
themselves why such an international review is necessary. It is a valid
criterion of a civilised society that its citizens should have a positive
and non-discriminatory attitude towards disability and disabled
people. Adults are most likely to have such a view of disability if
they are encouraged to develop that view as children. Those who
develop such a positive view in childhood are unlikely to grow
up as prejudiced adults. The IBBY list helps adults – teachers,
parents, librarians and older siblings – to see books as a vital tool
for opening discussions about disability. Books have the advantage
over elaborate teaching aids. They are cheap and widely available.
IBBY UK nominated books for consideration in the second and
third categories, picture books and full-length novels. The whole
list of UK nominations for 2019 is available on the IBBY UK website
(http://ibby.org.uk/). We failed to make any nominations, however,
in the category of special format books. Such books are a rarity in the
publishing world. While there must be understandable commercial
reasons for such a lack, IBBY would commend any publisher who
takes this deficiency seriously.
There is a further question influencing the choices made in the
IBBY process, a question to which no definitive answer has yet
been found. How do we define disability? IBBY defines disability as
any condition which affects the life of a young person and restricts
the freedom of that young person to live life as he or she wishes.
This definition is wide, as perhaps any such definition needs to be.
But is it too wide? There was among the IBBY members a serious
debate about how such a definition might apply to mental health.
Additionally one of the books nominated by the UK section had a
character who wears glasses. To what extent is needing spectacles
a genuine disability? The answer to that question depends to some
extent on whether the respondent has ever worn glasses.
The process by which books are nominated is inevitably quite
complex and demanding. Publishers need to take the process
seriously and make the necessary effort to provide background
information. Most publishers are getting better at meeting the needs
of the process, as they become more familiar with it year by year.
At the end of the process IBBY UK nominated eleven books. We
expect the result of the international assessment to be announced at
the Bologna book fair in April 2019.
Leading this project for IBBY UK was a privilege for me, and
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gave me the pleasure of reading many excellent works. Among
the books the UK section nominated, my personal favourite was
The Christmasaurus, written by Tom Fletcher and illustrated by
Shane Devries, published by Puffin. It is the story of a boy who
is a wheelchair user and who receives a dinosaur as his Christmas
present. It is rare to see a wheelchair user as a central character
in a fantasy, and where the author resists the temptation to end
the narrative with a miraculous cure, an infuriating conclusion for
disabled readers.
The IBBY UK nominations follow:
A Storm of Strawberries, Jo Cotterill, Piccadilly Press, (category 3)
Running on Empty, S. E Durrant (ill Rob Biddulph), Nosy Crow,
(category 3)
The Christmasaurus, Tom Fletcher (ill Shane Devries), Puffin,
(category 3)
Night Shift, Debi Gliori, Hot Key Books, (category 2)
Summer’s Story: Living with Epilepsy, Andy Glynne & Salvador
Maldonado, Franklin Watts, (category 2)
Proud to be Deaf, Ava, Lilli, & Nick Beese (ill Romina Marti),
Wayland, (category 2)		
State of Grace, Rachel Lucas, Macmillan ,(category 3)
Zeki Can Swim, Anna McQuinn & Ruth Hearson, Alanna Books,
(category 2)
Optimists Die First, Susin Nielsen, Andersen Press, (category 3)
Ava’s Spectacular Spectacles, Alice Rex (ill Angela Perrini), New
Frontier, (category 2)		
Frida Kahlo, Isabel Sanchez Vegara (ill. Gee Fan Eng), Frances
Lincoln, (category 2)

Touring the international list in the UK
An exhibition of the books on the 2015 international Disability List
toured several venues in the UK earlier this year, visiting The Story
Museum, Oxford; The Hive, Worcester; Seven Stories, Newcastle;
and Brighton University School of Education. The 2017 collection
will be touring in the UK in autumn 2018. For further information,
please contact IBBY Committee Treasurer, Sue Mansfield e-mail:
mansfield37@btinternet.com

Dr Rebecca Butler writes and
lectures on children’s literature.

Enjoy, discover, share poetry

National Poetry Day 4th October 2018

Get involved – visit www.nationalpoetryday.co.uk for
poems, ideas, competitions, free resources and more.

#nationalpoetryday

#poetryforachange

An interview with Kate

Greenaway

Medal Winner Sydney Smith
Congratulations to Sydney Smith winner of the 2018
CILIP Kate Greenaway Award for Town is by the
Sea. In this lyrical picture book with a beautifully
crafted text by Joanne Schwartz, Smith takes the
reader through a day in the life of one family, following
a little boy as he watches his father, a miner, leave
for work, then waits for him to come home. The
everyday events are meticulously and affectionately
recorded while deep under the earth – indeed under
the ocean, the father works the mine in darkness.
There is a timeless quality to the whole, emphasised
by the ever-present sea, captured in all its moods.
The illustrations are as restrained and spare as the
text yet rich in feeling; strong pen and ink outlines
combine with an almost unassuming palette that
nevertheless is never dull conveying the sparkle and
movement of the sea, the homely interior of the home
and the dark jeopardy of the mine.
While Sydney has a number of books to his name in Canada, Town
is by the Sea is only the second to appear here. Indeed he confesses
‘I never received a review before’. So how did he feel about it all?
Well two years ago the wordless picture book Sidewalk Flowers
(Footpath Flowers in the UK) had also been shortlisted ‘When the
longlist came out for the Kate Greenaway award, I felt honoured.
Then when the shortlist came out I felt this was the best I could
hope for. I think I felt the same about this one. I did not feel it was
an option that I would win. I believe even making it to the shortlist
is enough to add to your bio.’

Looking at the two books one is struck by
both the similarities and the differences.
Sidewalk Flowers is wordless – though
it does have an author, the poet Jonarno
Lawson whose original text had been
built around a personal experience with
his daughter. Over a period, it became
apparent that it was a narrative did not
require words, rather the illustrations
would then challenge the reader to
interpret what had been a very private
experience. Sydney felt that there was
a similar effect in Town is by the Sea
where the text, spare, lyrical, gently
repetitious, by Joanne Schwartz has
the effect of poetry. He found himself
accumulating multiple versions of each
scene – especially those depicting the
sea – to capture just that moment, that
emotional effect conjured by Schwartz’
unassuming words. Indeed ‘I added an
extra page, a wordless page because I felt
that through what I had added visually the
separate narrative or additional narrative
required that I add an extra moment, that
moment of silence where the voice of the
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feels have encouraged him to become looser in his style. Growing
up he had plenty of access to books, both at home and through the
local Bookmobile; The Shrinking of Treehorn with illustrations
by Edward Gorey was a particular favourite. And from the beginning
he was attracted to the visual, moving from picture books to graphic
novels and back to picture books.

narrator is quiet but you see that he is waiting for his own father to
come home from work, That is what really gave me shivers; realising
that with images you can create a separate narrative; a counterpoint,
like a dance.’
Town is by the Sea is set in a small mining village on the edge
of the ocean. What was Sydney’s background? Well very much that
of the book. Though now living in Toronto and many miles from
the sea, his home was a small town on the southern side of Nova
Scotia. When he first saw the text by Schwartz he realised this was
a special book. He had just moved to the city away from world in
which he had grown up. Though he himself was not from a mining
family, there is very strong sense of locality within the illustrations;
an affectionate reality. As he says “If you want to get the best out
of someone, get them to write about their family”. Indeed, Town
by the Sea has resonated across the world, Sydney’s illustrations
sparking recognition among many readers not just in the UK, but as
far afield as Vietnam. He recounts with feeling the message that his
Canadian publishers had received from the Vietnamese publishers
expressing their appreciation and gratitude since in Vietnam they
also had such mining communities; this is indeed a tribute to the
power of Sydney’s illustrations.

Where next? Up until this moment he has always worked with other
authors. He is particularly drawn to poetry or a lyric texts ‘I find
these kind of texts leave space open for illustration to happen –
space for illustration to elevate the story – these are the projects I
like best’. He feels both Sidewalk Flowers and Town is by the
Sea arrived at apposite moments in his life ‘beginning a new phase
of my career and launching me into a more global scene’. In Town
is by the Sea he knew he had given it his best. Indeed when he
was sent the first copy ‘I sat with it – then when I came back into
the room, I would pretend I had never seen it before because I had
no insecurities about it. I knew I had done everything I could’. Now
he wants to move on turning author as well as illustrator ‘I am really
focussed now on working on my own book’. This will I know be
something to look forward to.

So what were his influences? Moving to Toronto, he quickly discovered
the Osborne Collection – a world renowned historical collection of
early children’s books housed in Toronto Public Library. Here he
found librarians eager to show him the treasures there. At first ‘I felt
it should be a secret’ he confesses, but he realised that it was a place
to be shared and often invites friends and fellow illustrators to join
him. He mentions artists and illustrators whose work he particularly
admires – the Provensens, Duvoisin, Felix Hoffman especially –
Quentin Blake and Burningham also. These are illustrators whom he

Ferelith Hordon is active member of CILIP YLG
and has served as Chair of both YLG London and
of the National Committee. She is editor of Books
for Keeps and of IBBYLink, the online journal of
IBBY UK.
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Two Children Tell
‘I Weigh Infinity Metres’
Virginia Lowe continues her series examining children’s relationship with language, drawing
on recorded observations of her own children’s developing use and understanding of words.
Here she examines children’s early understanding of numbers.
We had a plethora of counting books when the
children were young. All advantageous in their
way, featuring things to count of course, often
in patterns making 3 + 1 = 4 or similar, but
also the numerals. They were the first reading
for both, because they could recognise ‘nine
snakes’ or whatever, from seeing the number
written – then go on and count them.
Rebecca was eighteen months (1y6m) when
her visiting grandma taught her to answer
‘What comes after one?’ with a joyous ‘Two!’
By 1y10m she could recite up to ten, almost
always accurately. When he was the same age,
Nick would chase her, and chime in after her
‘I won’ with ‘Me too’ seeing them as ‘one’ and
‘two’ presumably, because he had also learnt this sequence.
Nicholas, being three years younger, had more exposure to
numbers. Rebecca would show him counting books and others,
and count objects for him. However he was slower to grasp the
concept, using colour and number as adjectives indiscriminately. He
was especially aware of Minis, the car owned by his adored grandma
(Mamma), and would often tell me, while out driving ‘boo Mamma
car, yewow Mamma car’ when he spotted one or two together at
1y9m, or would keep up chanting long after we were past – ‘four
Mamma car, six Mamma car, nine Mamma car, six Mamma car …’
One of the most successful of our counting books was 1 2 3
To the Zoo. As well as identifying the animals they could read
the numbers, count the animals, find the mouse hidden on each
opening (one of their favourite activities), and trace the filling-up
train along the bottom of each opening, and, on the wonderful
fold-out page at the end, find them all in the zoo. (There are three
readings of it on You Tube if you are interested.) One of Nick’s first
uses of the plural form was ‘two popos’ to the two hippopotamuses
at 2y0m. Rebecca could say ‘two dogs’ correctly (down the street)
at 1y8m. Her older comment to the engine page with no carriages,
was ‘That must be nought,’ (5y4m) and was amused by V: Well it’s
nought animals anyway.
Nick at 4y4m was telling me about a ‘Scarry’ they had at kinder,
Busiest People Ever:
N: A bus comes with hundreds and hundreds of things – not just
a double decker with hundreds more than two [decks] – or six or
five – and hundreds and hundreds of children. You couldn’t count
them cos if you did they might go on forever. I only counted six.
Then the next day I counted six, ten – thirty I counted.
The idea of infinity fascinated them both. At one of the openings
in The Elephant and the Bad Baby, to an angry woman –
Nick (3y6m): The grocer sells bacon, and it cost infinity dollars, so
she’s mad.
They had a great-grandmother who was about to turn one hundred.
At 3y7m Nick announced ‘Granny-Granny will never die if she
lives to infinity’ and at 3y11m wanted to know ‘is infinity farer than
eternity?’ (A tricky one to answer – without reference to religion,
either). Rebecca mentioned ‘infinity infinities’ and Nick objected
(3y7m) ‘But infinity means for ever!’ He understood age. The Milne
poem The End inspired him to exclaim after one of the readings, (he
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had heard it many times by 3y11m): ‘I think I’ll
be six now forever and ever’ N: But he really
will have more numbers, won’t he?
Books don’t have to be counting books to be
useful. Nick (3y7m) has been looking at How
Your Body Works by himself on the floor.
N: Would you read the body book?
V: I’ll read a few pages.
N: Ten, read ten pages.
After about three random openings I stopped
and announced
V: Rest time
N: But I wanted ten. V [points to page
number]: ‘10’.
N: (most amused): You tricked me!
He was happy to go to bed on that note.
Measurement of all kinds takes a long while to learn. Rebecca at
4y4m was pulling up clumps of grass. She played at being a scales,
measuring two little clumps in one hand, and a big clump in the other.
R: Look at this great big turnip, Mum. It’s so heavy and it was hard
to pull up. We’ll have turnip for supper. The game was inspired by
The Great Big Enormous Turnip.
N (3y7m): My car goes so fast – it goes ten metres – infinity metres,
that’s how fast! And a month later – N: I’m stronger than a popos
cos a popos weighs one and fourteen metres, and I weigh infinity
metres.
There was counting backwards in Meg on the Moon. On the page
with ‘10’ on,
N: (2y10m): I can’t say that. I need somebody to help – a big person.
R: I’ll help you. It starts here [counts ten down to zero]
N: joins in with a shouted ‘lift-off’.
At 3y3m he showed he knew each, pointing to the numerals as
he read them.
Books mentioned:
123 to the Zoo, Eric Carle
Busiest People Ever, Richard Scarry
The Elephant and the Bad Baby, Elfrida Vipont and Raymond
Briggs
The Great Big Enormous Turnip, Alexei Tolstoy and Helen
Oxenbury
How Your Body Works, Nina Schneider
Meg on the Moon, Helen Nicholl and Jan Pienkowski
-, A.A. Milne

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…

Emily Gravett selects books that inspire her.

Emily Gravett’s latest book, Cyril and
Pat (978-1509857272) is published
by Two Hoots, £12.99.

It’s really difficult to decide on just one book that I wish I had written.
The most recent example was a sneak preview I had of David Roberts’
Suffragette: The Battle for Equality. It is a Thing of Beauty. I wanted
to hide it in my bag, and not give it back. In fact, quite often when I’m
working on a book, I think how much better a job David Roberts would
make of it!
When I look back on all the books I have known and loved, there are
three that jump out.
The first is Dr.Seuss’s The Cat in The Hat. I spent many happy hours
reading Seuss to my daughter. I love the simple colour palette, the craziness
that is Seuss, and I pride myself on being able to do the tongue twisters.
The second is Janet and Allan Ahlberg’s The Jolly Pocket Postman. I
was heavily influenced by this when writing my book Meerkat Mail, but
theirs is the perfect combination of a parent pleasing ‘read aloud’ text,
detailed absorbing illustrations, and something for little fingers to fiddle with.
Finally, I adore Pat Hutchins’ Rosie’s Walk. It is so simple and stylish,
yet it is the very definition of a perfect picture book, with the illustrations
adding something different to the straightforward and spare text.

Good Reads

Suffragette: The Battle for
Equality by David Roberts (9781509839674) is published by Two
Hoots, £18.99; The Cat in the Hat
by Dr Seuss (978-0007348695)
is published by HarperCollins
Children’s Books; The Jolly Pocket
Postman by Janet and Allan
Ahlberg (978-0670886265) is
published by Puffin; Rosie’s Walk
by Pat Hutchins (978-1862308060)
is published by Red Fox £6.99.

Children who attend the Chatterbooks groups at Petts Wood Library
have been shadowing the 2018 Kate Greenaway Medal. Here are some
of their reviews on books they’ve read. Thank you to all the young readers
who contributed and to librarian Jenny Hawke.

King of the Sky
Nicola Davies, illus Laura
Carlin, Walker Books,
978-1406379198, £7.99

Under the Same Sky
Britta Teckentrup, Caterpillar Books,
978-1848575868, £11.99
Review by Abigail
I think that Under the Same Sky is very heartwarming, stunning and intricate because it is
about everyone and everything under the same
sky and it reminds us where ever we are we’re
always together no matter what happens and
we are always with each other. I love this book
because it brings out your emotions inside and it
is very lovely at the end when it says “we dream
the same dreams...and we dream them......
together” because we are one big family in this
world, and we should remember that always.

A First Book of Animals
Nicola Davies, illus Petr Horacek,
Walker Books, 978-1406359633, £14.99
Review by Megan
I like this book because it has interesting poems
and detailed pictures. I would give it 10/10
because it was very descriptive on every page. I
recommend this book to children of any age. I
give it a 10/10 because I loved it!.

Town is by the Sea
Joanne Schwartz, illus Sydney Smith,
Walker Books, 978-1406378863, £7.99
Review by Helena

Lewis

Hama and Helena

Abigail

This book is about a bird who
is a champion. I like that you
can find a sooty, black cat
and the bird itself on almost
every page! I also like how
the author describes the bird:
‘its head was whiter than a
splash of milk, its eye blazed
fire’. As I am half Italian, I
was surprised with happiness
when I read ‘Re del cielo’ which the boy named
the champion bird with. Equally, I loved the
illustration of a piazza in Rome with all the
racing birds and the ice cream shop (gelateria!)
in the background. It made me remember of the
times when I sit on the doorstep of the gelateria
in Italy, licking my ice cream and watching the
pigeons doing their run-ups and searching for
food on the ground! It was such a pleasure to
read this book! I rate King of the Sky HHHHH
I would recommend it to year 1 onwards.

Francesca

Review by Francesca

Evans has one pigeon with a milk-white head
that always comes last but Mr Evans still thinks
it will be a winner. One day when he sends all
his pigeons to Rome the one with the milk-white
head comes back first. At the start of the story
the boy feels like he isn’t at home in England
but at the end he feels like England is his home.
I feel like the moral of the story is that you
should never stop believing in something you
love. I really liked this story as I thought it had
a strong message and was written in a really
engaging way. I really liked how every pigeon
was different. I would rate this book 8/10

lt is an amazing book. It is all about the boy’s
family and how he knows what he is going to
become and he knows his grandad loved the sea
so does he and so does his father. A coal miner
is what he is going to become.

King of the Sky
Nicola Davies, illus Laura Carlin
Review by Lewis
This book is about an Italian boy who lives
in England but doesn’t like it there. He has a
friend called Mr Evans who keeps pigeons. Mr
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Books About Children’s Books
A History of Children’s Books
in 100 Books

Roderick Cave and Sara Ayad,
British Library Publishing, 272pp,
978-0712356985, £25
It needs strong wrists, but this large,
sumptuous book containing over 250
colour illustrations is certainly worth
a look. Not exactly scholarly, with too
many repetitions and some careless
inaccuracies, it still brings a fresh eye
to children’s literature mostly past but
some present primarily from Britain
but touching on the rest of the world
too. And while well-trodden ground is
traversed once again, there is also
less familiar fare. Did you know that
Queen Victoria had a book published
when she was aged ten? Or that
H.G.Wells described Anna Sewell’s
Black Beauty as ‘the sympathetic
story of a soundly Anglican horse’? Or
that the American Rifle Association in
1938 objected to Disney’s film Bambi
on the grounds that it gave hunters
a bad image? Or that well over a
thousand new books for children
continued to be published even when
Britain was otherwise up against it in
1943?

The journey taken by children’s
books over the centuries from early
solemn sermonising to the freedom
they enjoy today is told not just
within the text but also through its
splendid illustrations. Crabbed print
can be seen giving way to something
more playful, and sedate pictures
get larger, take on colour and start
appearing in less expected places
on the page. Books aiming solely
at instructing and improving young
readers stuck it out gamely for some
time, despite Dr Johnson’s wise

words: ‘Remember always that the
parents buy the books, and that
the children never read them.’ But
children often managed to find less
respectable material, and this current
book also gives space to chap books,
Penny Dreadfuls and comics.
Politics also get a mention, from
Nazi re-writing of fairy tales to Soviet
propaganda conveyed in brilliant
new picture books that had a direct
influence on early Puffin publications.
It is common to think that Britain
during the last century avoided direct
political discussion when writing for
children. But that was not always
the case as Kimberly Reynolds has
pointed out in her recent groundbreaking study Left Out: the Forgotten
Radical Tradition in Children’s
Publishing in Britain. The books
she discusses do not appear in this
present volume, but there are plenty
of others that do, from missionary
texts to fairy tales and pop-up books.
For older readers, there is also the
chance to come across particular
stories that have since fallen away
but still have a special significance
for all who once might have enjoyed
them so very much. NT

Under 5s Pre – School/Nursery/Infant
Kechi’s Hair Goes Every
Which Way

HHHH
Tola Okogwu, ill. Naomi Wright,
Florence Elizabeth Publishing Ltd,
28pp, 978 0 9954869 2 8, £6.99,
pbk
Kechi’s mum is away and dad is in
charge. There are three simple steps
to follow to get Kechi ready for school:
uniform, breakfast and hair. With
dad in charge Kechi enjoys a pile of
pancakes for breakfast instead of
a bowl of porridge and chooses her
favourite princess outfit instead of
her school uniform. But what about
Kechi’s hair? Kechi has lots and lots
of wonderful, thick, bouncy curls.
Mum is brilliant at creating different
hairstyles: twists, puffs and ballerina
buns. Although Dad is willing and tries
very hard he can’t manage any of
these and time is passing. In the end
he gives up and lets Kechi choose.
Her choice is to leave her hair exactly
the way it is, ‘going this way, going
that way, going every which way.’
This is a lovely story celebrating
the closeness of a father daughter
relationship and encouraging young
black girls to be proud of the beauty
of their natural hair. It is third in a
series on this theme from author
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Tola Okkogwu. The pattern and
repetition in the storytelling make this
a great book to read aloud and Naomi
Wright’s delightful illustrations add to
the warmth. SMc

Something Fishy

HHHHH
Polly Dunbar, Two Hoots, 28pp,
978 1 5098 3799 1, £11.99 hbk
The wonderful Polly Dunbar has
done it again! This is the funniest,
cleverest picture book ever about
a new sibling in the family, and the
fact that it is a cat suffering the
jealousy, removes the sting just

that little bit from any older sibling
who might be having this read as a
preparation of what is to come. Told
in the first person by the cat (with
a nice range of idiom), we see her
in the bosom of her loving family,
telling us that when she wants fish,
she always gets it. Except that now,
she doesn’t! Someting strange is in
the air. Parcels that should have fish
in them have baby clothes instead;
toys suddenly appear; the cat’s
room is re-decorated; Mum’s tum
gets enormous. What is a cat to do?
What she does is stand on mum’s
tum and shout ‘fish’ over and over.
Mum doesn’t get the message and
when mum and dad suddenly leave
for what we know is the hospital,
cat convinces herself they are
going fishing. She is shocked and
horrified when the hoped-for fish
turns out to be a baby. Out into the
rain she goes, sad and lonely, only
to be pursued by her family with the
biggest, fattest fish imaginable! She
feels loved once more, even though
she must put up with the baby’s
kisses. Wonderfully imaginative
with a cat that makes every facial
expression possible in her fight to
get her fish, this will appeal as much
to parents as to children, and the
shared laughter will be a delight. ES

reviews

Under 5s Pre-School/Nursery/Infant continued
Cinderella of the Nile

HHHH
Beverley Naidoo, Marjan Vafaeian,
Tiny Owl, 9781910328293, £12.99
hbk
The Cinderella story can be found all
around the world, often appearing
in surprising places. Here Beverley
Naidoo looks to Egypt, adapting a
story told by Herodotus and bringing
in familiar fairytale elements – a
bird that is instrumental in bringing
“Cinderella” and her prince together,
three sisters, not ugly but jealous.
This Cinderella lives in a real location
and shares her story with characters
known from history.
Here we meet Rhodopis, born
in Greece, captured and enslaved,
befriended by Aesop she is then
sold to an Egyptian master. Like
all good fairytale princesses she is
both beautiful and kind. And it is her
kindness that will eventually lead her
to a happy ending.
Naidoo’s retelling of this richly
variegated narrative that spans the
ancient Mediterranean world, is
straightforward and almost matterof-fact. It is direct and accessible, an
admirable quality though I would have
liked a bit more of the exotic to match
Vafaien’s illustrations. These are
indeed exotic. Brilliant colours spring
from the page, a feast for the eyes.
Her style, very much her own and
unique, presents some challenges to
a Western audience, referencing not
just her Iranian background and the
miniatures from that world but also
Egyptian tomb paintings, Greek vase
paintings and Minoan friezes while
remaining completely contemporary.
This is very different to our familiar
literacies but it is exciting to be faced
with such vibrant images transporting
us to another world to meet a lively,
positive heroine.
Cinderella of the Nile is the first in
series of books through which young
readers will meet stories that will be
both familiar yet unfamiliar combining
authors and illustrators from around
the world; they will be welcome. FH

Tomorrow

HHHHH
Nadine Kaadan, Lantana,
9781911373438, £12.99 hbk
What would it be like to be confined to
your house, never able to go out? But
you are not ill. There seems to be no
reason why you are shut in. However,
outside a war rages, the streets are
not safe, the conflict has been created
by adults but it affects children. This
is the life of Yazan who longs to go
to the park, but his Mother, once a
painter, now just watches the news.
If they do go out it involves phone
calls...why? Perhaps Yazan could take
himself out...
There are a number of books
now which draw the reader into the
experience of refugees; there are
fewer that highlight the effect of war

on those that still live in cities where
bombing and hostility are the norm.
While Nadine Kadaan’s picture book
draws on her experience of living in
Damascus and was originally written
in Arabic, Yazan’s life is one that can
be mirrored in many places round the
world and it is to be welcomed in this
translation. The text is straightforward,
unadorned, direct. The illustrations
add power, creating the door to both a
sympathetic and empathetic response.
Yazan’s boredom and sadness are
emphasised by bare rooms and a
sombre palette, we get a hint of past
happiness in the red of his mother’s
dress before being overwhelmed by
grasping shadows pouring from the
television. Vertiginous perspectives
give a sense of the destruction of
the buildings – these are reflected in
the dress of the adults, emphasising
their roles both as a prison and as a
playground. The endpapers add to this
narrative as we see a row of newspaper
dolls on the opening spread – figures
covered in text, but the final spread
shows the dolls without text against a
grass green background. Maybe the
future will bring them freedom to play
in the park. This is I think an important
picture book, and Lantana is to
congratulated for publishing it here. FH

in capital letters, while Lion looks
friendly with a very circular mane.
The design is good; the double-page
spread of Coralie, her eyes shut
tight as she is shot from the cannon,
is shown as if from the roof of Big
Top with hundreds of faces in the
audience open-mouthed below, and
text is used imaginatively throughout.
This picturebook will be fun to share
or to read aloud. DB

Zeki Gets a Checkup

HHHH
Anna McQuinn, ill. Ruth Hearson,
Alanna Books, 22pp, 978 1 907825
200, £7.99 pbk
A book for the youngest child (18
months+) about what to expect when
going for a checkup. This is a family
where Daddy takes a major role, and
it is he who is to take Zeki to see the
doctor while Mum is at home or at
work. It is also Dad who talks to Zeki
about what a big boy he is now – he
can drink from a cup and eats by
himself and he sings and dances, and
now he is going to have a checkup.
We see Zeki and Dad waiting in the
waiting room with all the other parents
and children; we then see him being
weighed and measured and having
eyes and ears looked at and his heart
listened to. All is well, so he then must
have a jab ‘to keep him healthy’, and as

Cannonball Coralie and
the Lion

HHHH
Grace Easton (and ill.) Lincoln
Children’s Books, 40pp
9781786030313 £11.99 hbk
Coralie, a solid girl in a stripy tunic,
lives in the woods on her own, stands
on her hands, swings from tree to
tree and can juggle five squirrels.
“Funny and brave, and silly and
strange”, she joins a troupe of circus
people travelling through her woods,
befriends Lion, and asks The Man
in a Big Hat who tells everyone what
to do and how to do it, if she can
join them. Her tricks are not up to
standard, but she is the right size to
be the human cannonball, and does
that for one performance (a rather
scary experience: Kaboom!) Again,
she was not up to the standard
required, and is told to pack her bags
and go. She has no bags to pack, but
does go to say Goodbye to Lion. The
Man in the Big Hat shouts “Get back
to work! More tricks! Less smiling!
And absolutely NO caring about each
other!”, which makes Lion do an
enormous ROAR that blows away the
Man in the Big Hat, and the circus
people, free at last, go to live in the
woods with Coralie and learn to swing
through the trees and juggle five
squirrels- just for fun.
One of many young artists working
for The Bright Agency, Grace Easton
is well established in design, but
this is her debut picture book. The
story is odd, but appealing, and the
illustrations are fun- the Man in a
Big Hat, with his flowing moustache,
looks very fierce indeed, and speaks

he smiles even through this process,
he seems to have been very well
prepared for the procedure! A warm
and happy picture book that shows
us a loving black family experiencing
a normal everyday happening in the
life of any family with young children.
While a paperback, the paper is very
strong, and the fact that the corners
are rounded will make it difficult for
young children to poke themselves or
others in the eye. An excellent book for
families and for surgery waiting rooms
– good for toddler groups as well. ES

Dinosaur Firefighters

HHHH
Sarah McIntyre, Scholastic, 32pp,
978 1 407143 30 9, £6.99 pbk
In this picture book for younger
children, a giant dinosaur dreams of
becoming a heroic firefighter. She is
lucky enough to be accepted onto the
force and joins Barry Baryonyx and
Pablo Parasaurolophus in rescuing
cats up trees and dinosaurs in
distress. Sadly, being a firefighter
takes some getting used to for Dipsy.
Dipsy’s gigantic frame and
enormous tail cause carnage in
Dinoville, despite her best intentions,
and some unfortunate catastrophes
(including accidentally catapulting a
cat!) offer plenty of humour to engage
a young audience. She is determined,
though, and her helpful dino-friends
are soon able to find the perfect role
for her on the force.
Huge, bold, bright illustrations tell
much of this story, and the pages are
further enlivened by original uses of
fonts and calligrams, with sentences
snaking across the page and sound
effects exploding out of the action.
Dipsy is a cheerful and endearing
hero and children will enjoy reading
about the trouble she gets into.
The story is simple and it is easy to
imagine some children asking to hear
it over and over again. SD

5 – 8 Infant/Junior
Grandad Mandela

HHHH
Zazi, Ziwelene & Zindzi Mandela,
ill. Sean Qualls, Lincoln Children’s
Books, 9781786031365, £12.99 hbk
This picture book format biography of
Nelson Mandela, aimed at younger
children, is being published in
collaboration with Mandela Legacy
Media to celebrate what would
have been Nelson Mandela’s 100th
birthday on July 18th 2018.
The book conveys the political
importance of Nelson Mandela’s
life and his position as a global
icon of courage, reconciliation and
forgiveness but it also has a very
personal tone as it is written by his
youngest daughter and two greatgranddaughters. A feeling of family
pride in their famous father and
great-grandfather pervades the book.
This title is accessible to children as it

takes the form of 15 questions by Zazi
and Ziwelene to their grandmother
Zindzi, the last born child of Winnie
and Nelson Mandela, who was only
18 months old when her father went
to prison. The question and answer
format allows complex issues such
as apartheid, colonialism and the
pursuit of justice and equality to be
explained in a way that children can
understand, and places them in a
personal context. The children also
learn how they can continue their
great-grandfather’s legacy in the world
today. The text is complemented by
the powerful illustrations of American
illustrator Sean Qualls who also
succeeds in conveying the political
and the personal elements of Nelson
Mandela’s life.
This is an informative, inspirational
and well-constructed biography that
should provoke questioning and
discussion from its young readers. SR
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5 – 8 Infant/Junior continued

Rose’s Dress of Dreams

HHH
Katharine Woodfine, illus. Kate
Pankhurst. Little Gem series.
Barrington Stoke, 96pp.,
978178127681, £6.99 pbk
A book for girls about dresses but also
about following your dream, this very
pretty small book is based on the life
of Rose Bertin, who made dresses for
ladies at the court of Marie Antoinette.
Rose dreams of dresses in her poor
home in Abbeville, and when a fortune
teller says she will become famous
for her dresses, she leaves for Paris,
finds a job in a dressmaker’s and by a
chance encounter with a shy princess
finds her way to fortune.
This is beautifully put together with
illustrations by Kate Pankhurst and
would delight young girls who like
pretty things, but it does tell of how a
woman in the 18th century set herself
a path to follow and made her dream
come true by hard work. So not a bad
message for young eyes to read! It is
7+ and could be easily used for less
able readers as it so attractive to
hold. JF

Our Kid

HHHH
Tony Ross, Andersen Press,
9781783445882, £6.99 pbk
Our Kid is a bit of a dreamer. Late
for school again, he comes up with
an amazingly imaginative series
of excuses involving an elephant,
dinopirates, a spaceship and some
very vivid vocabulary. No wonder the
teacher is impressed.
Does familiarity breed a certain
blindness? Tony Ross is so much a
part of the picture book scene it is
perhaps easy to overlook his work.
Our Kid demonstrates his mastery of
the format. Picking up the traditional
tale where the narrator takes the
audience on an extraordinary journey
challenging their disbelief – he
reworks it for a young contemporary
audience taking images and ideas
that they themselves might use –
submarines, spaceships, dinosaurs;
the setting a familiar one – the lost
school bag. The details are exact
– our kid is a goat so his hooves
get wet. The language is exciting
as Ross adds to the humour with
onomatopoeic vocabulary not to
be found in a dictionary but which
brings the text alive. His illustrations
are full of energy filling each spread
his bold outlines creating the drama
against the clear colour wash of the
background. The text is clear and
precisely placed on the page inviting
and readable. This is one to share;
one that should send young readers
“skipping straightly home...[with]
their head(s) full of adventures”. FH

If all the World were…

HHHHH
Joseph Coelho, ill. Allison Colpoys,
Frances Lincoln, 28pp,

978 1 78603 059 7, £12.99, hbk
A little girl takes us through the year
with a memory for each season;
memories of special times shared
with her grandad. Long walks in
the spring time, racing cars in the
summer, he makes her special
books to capture her dreams in the
autumn and tells her stories in the
winter. Each memory is followed
with the refrain ‘if all the world were
…...’ representing a wish to capture
a treasured moment. We realise
grandad’s chair is empty, they will
not be sharing another year together
as he has died. Helping to sort out
his belongings, she finds mementoes
to keep including a notebook made
by her grandad. She decides to fill
it with her memories of the special
times they spent together.
Lyrical and poignant, poet
Joseph Coelho’s sensitive writing
is complemented perfectly with
Allison Colpoys delicate, whimsical
yet colourful illustrations which truly
create ‘a kaleidoscope of memories.’
This is a book which addresses the
difficult issue of loss gently and
with understanding. It may provide
children experiencing this situation
a way to deal with their grief, not
only by realising they are not alone
but also through actively collecting
and expressing their most special
memories of the loved one they have
lost. SMc

A House That Once Was

HHHH
Julia Fogliano, ill. Lane Smith,
32pp, Two Hoots, 9781509880652,
£12.99 hbk
This lyrically written and beautifully
illustrated picture book draws the
reader gradually into the mysterious
and melancholy world of an abandoned
house in the woods. Two children find
the empty, dilapidated house, climb
through an open window, explore
rooms full of discarded possessions
and try to imagine who the people were
who used to live there. That sounds
quite simple, but this book is complex
and subtle. Julia Fogliano’s rhyming
text explores themes of past lives and
the passing of time, the idea of ‘once’
and the concepts of nothingness and
not being. It celebrates the ability of
children to explore and imagine.
The quiet, contemplative tone of
the text is perfectly complemented
by Lane Smith’s illustrations. Bright
colours and textures evoke the
woodland world whilst the house and
its contents, almost disappearing,
appear blank and linear. As the
children imagine the possible lives of
previous occupants the illustrations
change, colours darken, textures
deepen, outlines become clearer and
the illustrations no longer fade to the
edges of the pages but are bordered
by white page space like paintings.
These imaginary scenes have a clarity
that the present day ones do not,
acting as visual symbols of the power
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of the child’s imagination.
This picture book is full of visual and
textual layers, the poetic text demands
to be read aloud and a contemplative
reader will be enticed into the book’s
dream like world and find much to
discover there. SR

Hansel and Gretel

HHHHH
Bethan Woollvin, Two Hoots, 32pp,
978 1 5098 4269 8 £11.99 hbk
The story starts on the end papers as
Hansel and Gretel set off, through the
forest as might be expected, looking
quite innocent and being watched by
the shadowy figure of a witch. But all
is not as it seems, Willow is actually
a good witch who only used good
magic and Hansel and Gretel turn out
to be lazy, greedy and very naughty.
They refuse to help Willow tidy the
breadcrumbs, eat mountains of her
food and then wreak havoc with her
spell book. Despite this appalling
behaviour Willow doesn’t get angry
because, you’ve guessed it, she is
a good witch. However when the
children try to push Willow into the
oven and carry on spell making until
her gingerbread house collapses, her
temper finally snaps. She turns her
ungrateful guests into gingerbread
biscuits, because Willow is not always
a good witch.
Following the success of award
winning Little Red and Rapunzel this
is another brilliantly subversive and
surprising re telling of a very familiar
tale. The illustrations are striking
and stylish with a limited palette; a
single bold colour, this time orange
offsets the otherwise black, white
and grey illustrations. I love the way
the children’s eyes look at each other
as they lie baked into biscuits on the
final spread. What are they thinking?
SMc.

My First Piano Book

HHHHH/ HHHH
Genevieve Helsby, ill. Jason
Chapman, Naxos Books, 72pp,
978 1 78198 029 3, £7.99, hbk
My First Piano Book celebrates and
introduces the range and potential of
the piano and provides a very clear
guidance in learning to play.
The short introduction looks at
types of pianos and takes us inside
to explore how a piano works. The
rest of the book is divided into two

sections. Part one looks at the range
and potential of the piano, as a solo
instrument or accompanying other
instruments in a duet, trio or with an
orchestra. This section is structured
around a number of key pieces of
music, each selected to illustrate
particular points, demonstrate the
versatility of the instrument and
encourage musical appreciation. For
example Flight of the Bumblebee
illustrates how fingers can ‘buzz’
around a keyboard. With real passion
the author describes how piano music
can sing, dance or paint a picture as
in by Clair de Lune by Debussy. ‘The
keys are black and white, but the
sounds are full of colour.’
The second part of the book
takes young learners through step
by step lessons. Again there is a CD
which accompanies this section and
guidance to support learning to play
11 pieces. Each of these pieces
represent one of the cast of animal
characters featured in the book’s
illustrations. Although the idea is
that children work through this with
a parent or teacher, the CD includes
a helpful and clear commentary from
the author, which is also available
online.
The book introduces musical
vocabulary, concepts and skills
including pitch and melody, rhythm
and notation. There are interesting
facts throughout, for example poor
Fanny Mendelssohn talented but
overlooked unlike her famous brother
Felix, and how a cat inspired a piece
of music by Confrey.
This book follows My First Classical
Music Book by the same team. It is
a labour of love, the enthusiasm,
experience and passion of the writer
leap from the page. The attractive
illustrations perfectly complement
the text. There is humour in the text
and the illustrations too, I loved the
monkey playing so fast he seems to
have eight arms. Captions and speech
bubbles add extra information. The
whole book is beautifully designed,
very clear and user friendly. This
would be a wonderfully enriching
book choice for a child beginning
piano lessons for the first time. SMc

Rosa Draws

HHHH
Jordan Wray, Words & Pictures,
32pp, 978191102277492 £11.99
hbk
Rosa has a fantastical imagination,
and not only loves drawing, but
makes up words, too, which is why
this is in the 5-8 category: “Rosa
draws her friendly fuzzy black cat.
The cat is wearing a RIDONKOLOUS
hat! Rosa draws the hat being eaten
by a bear. The bear has the most
GLAM-U-LICIOUS long hair ”… and
the adventure goes on, with piggies
taking pictures of peacocks in socks:
the use of language is imaginative
indeed. After a brief brain-freeze
as her train loaded with a zillion
ants goes into a tunnel, Rosa gets
more ideas and keeps drawing, then
realises that she has drawn all over
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a wall at home and Mum is looking at
her – but Mum joins in, as she loves
to draw, too, and all is well.
Jordan Wray, author and illustrator,
dedicates this book to his Mum,
because he drew on her radiator that
time… He claims to have crayons
as fingers, and has always loved to
draw, and that is clear from the very
colourful cartoon illustrations spilling
off the pages in their exuberance. He
is a prolific illustrator of stationery
and has illustrated 2 books by Jane
Cottrell (My Cat Needs Me, and My
Dog Needs Me) but this is his first
book as an author/illustrator. A
second, a Christmas ABC, is due to
be published in November, and this is
indeed a promising start. DB

Big Bunny

HHHHH
Rowboat Watkins, Chronicle
Books, 32pp, 978 1 4521 4401 6,
£12.99 hbk
Rowboat Watkins is a master when it
comes to off the wall humour as he
demonstrates in his latest picture
book delivered wholly through
dialogue.
It begins with an adult storyteller’s
“one upon a time, there was a BIG
BUNNY.”
‘A ginormously SCARY bunny?’
comes the response we assume is
from a child.
And so it continues with the listener
continually endeavouring to pep up
and scarify the telling. Before long he
has Big Bunny devouring truckloads of
carrots but still continues to denigrate
the storyline until he’s given control
of it.
Perhaps control isn’t quite the
right word for, the whole thing is
running rampart with the main
character consuming a bridge, a fleet
of delivery trucks and then an entire
city – buildings and all – very tasty
ones built by the bus-driving giraffes.
Let’s not go there but just say that Big
Bunny seems to have emerged totally
unscathed from all this and ready to
make one final appearance.
Where that is, and to whom or
perhaps what, I won’t say because
it will give the whole lip-smacking
game away. Watkins certainly let his
imagination run wild in this tale: his
telling in combination with his superb
scenes of carrots, trucks and the allconsuming star of the story on the
rampage make for a cracking read
aloud that adults will enjoy as much as
children. Makes sure you peruse the
pages carefully for the less obvious
jokes sprinkled throughout. JB

Baby’s First Bank Heist

HHHH
Jim Whalley, ill. Stephen Collins,
Bloomsbury Children’s Books,
32pp, 978 1 4088 9119 3, £5.99 pbk
Meet animal loving baby Frank. So
desperate is he for a pet that when his
parents reject his pleas for same, he
takes the law into his own tiny hands

– ‘He waited till the coast was clear, /
with Mum stuck in a queue... / then
Frank put on a bandit mask / and
disappeared from view.’ - and stages
a bank robbery.
Back home he uses the family
computer to order himself the object
of his desires using some of his illgotten gains. However, not content
with just one pet – a meerkat – Frank
continues spending until his home is
well nigh stuffed with animals, large
and small.
He might have continued so doing
but, having discovered an outsized
creature in the shed, his Mum soon
unearths Frank’s misdeed (the stash
of cash and bandit mask in his room
are a bit of a giveaway).
Frank is quick to see the error of
his tiny ways but by then the cash
is all gone and so it’s left to Dad to
come up with a suitable plan to make
recompense to the bank. In case
you’re wondering whether the young
criminal mastermind gets to serve
time behind bars, then the answer is
yes, although perhaps not quite in the
manner you might expect.
Debut author Whalley’s jaunty,
rhyming laugh-out-loud tall story
is suitably illustrated by Weekend
Guardian cartoonist Stephen Collins
whose droll scenes will delight both
the young and not so young. JB

Rusty the Squeaky Robot

HHHH
Neil Clark, Words & Pictures, 33pp,
978 1 91027 751 5, £11.99 hbk
Rusty is a sad robot because he has
a permanent squeak, which means
‘if he couldn’t like his squeak, then
he couldn’t like himself.’ Faced with
his lack of self-esteem, he can only
go looking for other robots that might
be able to help. In this jolly picture
book that abounds in robots he finds
them in spades! There is Belle who
rings ‘ding’ wherever she goes, Hoot
makes a honk, and Twango ‘twangs’.
There are others as well, and Rusty
soon learns that everyone makes a
different noise, but together they can
make even more wonderful sounds:
‘It’s OK to be different. It’s OK to be
me. My sound makes me special.
That’s how we should all be.’ The
fun rhyming text and the marvellous,
inventive, and very different robots
are a joy to behold; this will be a
great way to introduce children to the
marvels of being diverse and special.
ES

This Zoo Is Not For You

HHHHH
Ross Collins + ill., Nosy Crow,
29pp, 9781788002523, £6.99, pbk
This is another super rhyming
picture book by the There’s a Bear
On My Chair author and illustrator
Ross Collins. Once again there is
humour suitable for those of every
age. A Platypus arrives at the zoo...
eagle-eyed children might spot he

is carrying something. On the gate
there is a sign reading ‘Interviews
today apply within’. When he enters
he is met by a tiger who directs him
to various animals. Each double page
is then taken up with that particular
animal’s assessment of the platypus.
The rhymes are rather funny and all
end with the repeat ‘This zoo is not for
you’ So when you read the book aloud
children can join in with the refrain.
The panda page particularly made
me chuckle as the rather bamboo
full over fed panda appears to be a
bit complacent with his popularity. To
show this he is leaning on a mound of
panda paraphernalia including mugs,
toys and packed lunch boxes.
The illustrations are lovely and
fluid in great spaces on the page with
contrasting colours so you can really
have a good look at the animals and
their expressions-the monkeys are
very cheeky and there is even a poo
reference on their page! The book
has a very clear message in it about
treating people/animals kindly and
ends with a surprise. If you read it you
will see how the platybus fits in – it’s
worth the read I can assure you! SG

Quick Barney Run

HHH
Pip Jones, ill. Laura Hughes, Faber
& Faber, 29pp, 9780571327522,
£6.99, pbk
A very gloomy rainy day with Mummy
and Daddy asleep or working is the
setting for this charming picture
about baby Barney and big sister.
On each page we see the sister’s
creativity as she imagines wonderful
adventures for herself and Barney
starting with flying away in a box ‘from
this grumble-grey sky’.
The pair then enter into a world of
adventures traveling up a rock face,
into a cave, through water, across
bridges...
They end up meeting a rather fierce
looking tiger but escape with the help
of a beautifully colourful bird. There is
a lovely balance in the pictures at the
beginning and end as they first leave
then re enter their ‘home world’.The
picture at the end seems to suggest
that the parents were perhaps only
asleep temporarily at the start of the
book!
The whole page pictures are in a
sketchy water colour type style which
gives a dream like quality to it, suiting
the story. The words are great for early
readers with some lovely sounds to
make and handy rhyme to make it fun
to read together too.
A lovely book which would also be
a good source of ideas for a rainy day
too. SG

Gary’s Banana Drama

HHHH
Jane Massey, Simon and Schuster,
978 1 4711 4784 5, £6-99, pbk
With a striking cover in luminous
orange depicting Gary the gorilla
balancing a banana on his head, this
story opens with something really
bad happening. Imagine, there are
no more bananas! So Gary sets off

on a banana hunt, with his brand
new hat and trimmed toenails. But
every time he thinks he has found
just what he wants, it turns into
something different. Bananas turn
into dogs, dribbling drool all over his
face, whilst singing bananas are in
fact toucans with terrifying yellow,
pecking beaks. BAM, BOING, BING!
These aren’t bananas either, but
hurtle at Gary, as Billy practises
with his yellow boomerangs. Poor
Gary, bananas everywhere, but not a
one to eat. (Banana butterfly wings,
handlebar moustaches, balloons,
Viking helmets, rabbits’ ears….. the
pictures show countless examples.)
It is the worst day ever. Will the giant
banana-footed rocket blast him to
the wonderful banana in the night
sky??? 5,4,3,2,1 ... BLAST OFF!
Surprisingly, Gary lands on Banana
Planet. Bananas everywhere, and
here comes a little twist at the end.
A story to spark lots of conversation
about finding just what the heart /
stomach desires, with lots of pictures
to enjoy and fruits to discuss. GB

Oh me, oh my, a PIE!

HHHHH
Jan Fearnley, Nosy Crow,
978 1 78800 103 8, £6-99, pbk
This accumulative story has the feel
of a traditional tale, as the authorillustrator unfolds a story of greed
and sharing. In a kitchen full of fine
ingredients and utensils, we see a
nice old Grandma who has baked
a pie. Foolishly she leaves it on the
windowsill to cool…… and, of course,
it is stolen! A fox comes by with greedy
eyes. “YUM! YUM! What a surprise! Oh
me, oh my,” he is delighted with his
pie. As he hurriedly hurtles into plant
pots, his pie flies up into the sky. It
somersaults and lands near a mouse,
who can’t believe his luck. “Oh me,
oh my, this pie smells yummy, I want
this pie inside my tummy.” Rolling it
down the street, his pie is next stolen
by a greedy cat…then WOOF! WOOF!
WOOF! Dog decides the pie is meant
for him. Turn the page and we watch
as fox chases mouse, chasing cat
who now is chasing dog. Who finally
snatches the tempting pie? But it
becomes too heavy, THUD! This
tale goes full circle as it lands back
on Grandma’s table, just in time for
tea! Five small creatures wail their
disappointment, so kindly Grandma
invites them to join her. The ending
is a surprise in itself, as Fearnley
shows all the characters interacting
(badly) in the final scene. Every page
is full of small details, rewarding
further investigation. The cat wears
a wonderful kipper tie with fish bone
detail, and the mouse sits at table
mounted on a cushion atop a pile of
books. There is a QR code to scan at
the beginning of the book, to hear a
free audio reading. This book is lots
of fun, and it would make a great
subject for drama. GB
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Knock Knock Pirate

HHHHH
Caryl Hart, ill. Nick East, Hodder,
978 1 444 92850 1, £12-99, hbk
The front endpapers reveal numerous
pirates, ranging from Pongy Pirate,
Pirate Baby to Pirate Mum, who comes
bearing a plateful of cupcakes. KNOCK
KNOCK! Gripping pictures reveal a
street full of horrified onlookers as
ONE pirate, with huge purple hair
knocks on our heroine’s door. Our
narrator has made herself a paper
pirate hat, and donned wellie boots,
ready to face the day’s adventures.
TWO more pirates tumble through
her door, and the purple haired
Captain commands Dan and Stan to
grab all the treasure they can….Turn
the page and THREE grannies crash
through the roof, riding cannon balls,
followed by FOUR pirate Grandads
with knobbly knees. Our horrified
narrator attempts to divert them by
offering a treasure map…. X marks
the spot! BOOM! SPLOSH! The whole
house sails away along the street!
Off sails the house, “past factories,
flats and giant whales and out onto
the ocean wide, where monsters lurk
and mermaids hide.” The rhyming
text rolls along, as we pitch to and fro,
and a dreadful gale begins to blow.
EIGHT smelly pirates demand of Jim
(“I’m not Jim!”) information regarding
the treasure location..….or she will
walk the plank. The illustrations are
riveting, every page needing close
attention so as not to miss any of the
pranks and mishaps along the way. Is
the treasure chest found? Does she
reach safety? When Dad announces
his return home, he is amazed to hear
of the pirates who kidnapped her, and
the adventures created throughout
the day. A triumph in imaginative play,
this is a counting book to appeal to
all small children and their families.
The colourful, detailed pictures will
charm and entertain the youngest
of readers, whilst the strong bold,
rhyming text will encourage them to
join in. GB

Great Bunny Cakes

HHHHH
Ellie Snowdon, Simon & Schuster,
978 1 4711 6634 1, £6-99, pbk
A delightful book about Quentin,
a wolf with a very unusual hobby.
He loves to bake cakes, but has no
friends with whom to enjoy eating
them. So when he is accidentally
sent an invitation to take part in a
Great Bunny Baking competition he
is determined to enter. He becomes
a master in disguise, donning long
rabbitty ears and a twitchy, white
nose, and he sails through round one,
bread baking. Next, his trifle scores
the biggest wobble on the wobbleo-meter anyone has ever seen. But
something ODD happens in the fourth
round, and we read the pictures to see
that one small bunny has swapped

Quentin’s sugar pot for salt… ugh.
Reading the many notices on the
wall, we learn that NAUGHTINESS
WILL NOT BE TOLERATED….. so when
the culprit is found, she is ruthlessly
ousted from the competition. The
final round is to make a CHOCOLATE
CAKE SHOWSTOPPER. How fortunate
that this is the cake Quentin most
enjoys making. It looks perfection,
as he proudly carries it to the judging
table. WHOOSH! He trips, and as
the cake tumbles to the floor, along
with his bunny ears and nose, the
rabbits realise… he’s a wolf! But
then an unexpected kindness wins
the day, for one small bunny comes
to help reassemble the dropped
cake, gradually followed by all the
other bunny competitors. Quentin is
announced the winner of the grand
prize, as we watch familiar scenes;
proud and anxious bunnies line up in
the tent, and we almost expect to see
Mary Berry smiling over proceedings,
emerging from the pavilion! The
author-illustrator has great affinity
with all her characters, and the soft
colour palette suits the subject matter
perfectly. The similar TV competition
has a following of many small
fans, fans too of MB and PH, and
youngsters and aspiring cooks will
surely love this book. GB

The Coral Kingdom

HHHHH
Laura Knowles, ill. Jennie Webber,
words and pictures,
978 1 91027 737 9, £12-99, hbk
With a strong ecological message
about coral reefs and the need
to protect this most precious of
environments, this book begins with
endpapers alive with numerous sea
creatures, ranging from a minke
whale to a blue-ringed octopus, a
manta ray to a parrot fish. The rhyming
text is lyrical and engaging, as we
learn of the life cycle, diversity and
colour of the coral reef ecosystem.
Whilst it is bursting with information,
the book still retains a great sense of
wonder. “Though growing at a snail’s
pace, it’s visible from outer space.”
We then learn that the reef is now
endangered, warmer seas not suiting
its continued growth, and the human
element is introduced. How can we
help?? The plea is to use greener
energy. The book ends with a double
fold-out giving further information, eg
what gives coral its colour, and why
is the coral reef important? Finally,
a page of changes that we humans
can undertake to help protect coral
reefs; saving energy, using less
water, gardening responsibly, not
being litter bugs, and by spreading
this environmental message. Young
readers will be charmed by the
endpapers, meeting the incredible
dugong, seahorses, the moray eel
and the spiny lobster. This amazingly
illustrated book should be in every
library and home, whether or not they
are situated near a coastline. GB
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New Talent
Boy Underwater

HHHH
Adam Baron, HarperCollins,
978-0008267018, 256pp, £6.99 pbk
Cymbeline Igloo (his father was
an actor, hence the name) can’t
swim. His mother appears to have
an aversion to the sea, swimming
pools, any kind of expanse of water
and has never allowed him to have
swimming lessons. Not that that
stops Cym from boasting to the
class super-horror Billy Lee that he’s
ready to take him on in a race when
the class starts its weekly sessions
at Lewisham Pool. Every reader of
course will see that disaster is bound
to follow and it does: Cym has to be
pulled from the bottom of the pool
– losing his trunks in the process –
by the girl of his dreams, Veronique
Chang. The humiliation is made
worse when Mum arrives to collect
him and ‘goes nuclear’ in front of the
whole class; later, on another fateful
school trip this time to the Tate
Modern, Cym’s best friend Lance
describes Munch’s The Scream as
‘Cym’s mum’. By then though, Mum
is in a psychiatric hospital and Cym
is stuck with his cousins until she’s
well enough to come home. When
she disappears from the hospital,
Cym realises that only by untangling
the family secrets will he be able to
save her.
It’s a book built on those
unacknowledged gaps between
child and adult, and on our habit
of keeping things from children to
avoid hurting them when in fact lies
and secrecy only make things worse.

The 5 Misfits

HHHH
Beatrice Alemagna, Lincoln
Children’s Books, 40pp,
978 1 7860 3157 0, £7.99 pbk
If ever there was a cast of diverse
characters it’s the five who reside
together in a large, dilapidated house
in this somewhat surreal tale. So let’s
meet them.
The first has four huge holes in his
tummy. The second is a folded up
female resembling a letter awaiting
sending; the third resembles a flaccid,
lumpy sausage and given to sleeping
at every opportunity. The fourth
seems permanently in the inverted
position so clearly, she sees the world
differently from the rest, while the
fifth is, quite clearly, catastrophic. All
though live an uneventful existence,
give or take the arguments about who
is the most ill constructed.
Into their lives one day breezes an
extraordinary fellow, Mr Perfect you
might say.

Cym’s mother is not the only one to
have secrets in this story, and in fact
all the adult characters do. The truth
uncovered by Cym, with the help of
his friends including Veronique, is a
story of family tragedy and terrible
loss, but acknowledging what has
happened brings a kind of healing,
and the possibility of a happier
future.
Cymbeline is a convincing central
character with a narrative voice
as distinctive as his name, even
if at times he seems considerably
more mature than the year 4 boy
he’s supposed to be. In his debut
novel for children, Adam Baron has
successfully maintained a delicate
balance between comedy and
tragedy and there are scenes that
will have children laughing aloud, as
well as others that will leave many
readers in tears. MMa

He seems bent on a mission to
give them a purpose in life, but when
he fails totally to convince them of
their good for nothingness he’s at a
complete loss. Unable to see that
they’re quite happy with the way they
are, the intruder is floored – literally.
And that’s where we readers leave
him, as do the five.
Quirky? Yes most definitely, but
the ‘be true to yourself’ message
comes through loud and clear.
Quite apart from the story, there
is much enjoyment to be had from
the intriguing details in Beatrice
Alemagna’s illustrations: the wonky
dwelling of the Misfits seemingly
constructed around a kettle, trying to
decipher the print on second Misfit’s
outfit and who is in the framed
photograph and what is the occasion?
The choice of the cream paper
on which to lay out her idiosyncratic
images gives the book a distinguished
quality that adds to the pleasure of
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the reading.
I can imagine a great classroom
discussion as to which Misfit is the
nearest fit for each of member of the
group. JB

Bumpfizzle the Best on
Planet Earth

HHHH
Patricia Forde, ill. Elina Braslina,
Little Island Books, 120pp,
9781912417032, £6.99 pbk
This hilarious, and very cleverly
written, addition to the ‘diary of
an alien’ genre should have its 8+
readers laughing out loud as they
read Bumpfizzle’s reports to the Great
Master of Planet Plonk on the hazards
of life with a family of earthlings.
The author explores sibling rivalry
in a skilful and subtle way that leaves
readers to make up their own minds
about the narrator of the story. Is
Bumpfizzle an alien warrior from outer
space investigating earthlings for
their potential as a food source or is
he Daniel, a disgruntled middle child
squeezed between older brother and
Baby and seeking parental attention?
Either way, readers of this brilliantly
funny and accessible story have a
treat in store, one that is greatly
enhanced by the lively and humorous
illustrations by Elina Braslina and by
the use of clear fonts, page layout
and diary format. This is definitely a
title to recommend to fans of funny
fiction. SR

People of Peace: 40 Inspiring
Icons

HHHH
Sandrine Mirza and Le Duo,
Wide-Eyed Editions, 96pp,
987-1-78603-148-8 £9.99 hbk
Some of the people in this book will
be well-known, but there are some
interesting stories previously unknown
to this reviewer: Victor Schoelcher,
who signed the decree abolishing
slavery in France; Sophie Scholl, who
was executed, aged 21, for distributing
anti- Nazi regime leaflets around
her university; Jody Williams who
campaigned successfully against antipersonnel mines, and Tegla Loroupe,
Kenyan marathon runner and peace
activist. Daniel Barenboim is there for
his work with Edward Said in forming
the East-West Divan Orchestra with
Arabs and Jews together, Henri
Dunant, founder of the Red Cross,
and Bertha von Suttner who was vicepresident of the International Peace
Bureau. Malala seems to be in lots of
books at the moment, but her work is
indeed very important.
The book consists of 40 doublepage spreads, with a stylised picture
of the person on the right hand page
and brief information in bite-sized
chunks on both sides. There are
plenty of photographs of most of
these people available, but no doubt
it costs less to use a recognisable
cartoon image than an actual

photograph, and certainly this gives
the book its own very definite style,
and makes it good value and a useful
addition to the library for information,
or for browsing. It is one of a series:
others feature Fantastic Footballers,
Music Legends, and Greek Gods and
Heroes. DB

Joan Procter, Dragon Doctor

HHHH
Patricila Valdez, ill. Felicita Sala,
Andersen Press, 40pp,
978 1 7834 4741 1, £6.99 pbk
Joan Procter, the subject of this inspiring
picture book biography, was fascinated
by reptiles even as a young child, when
she went everywhere accompanied not
by a doll but a favourite lizard. Thus
began her lifelong immersion in all
things scaly, from being given a baby
crocodile as a gift on her sixteenth
birthday, to being appointed as
assistant curator at the Natural History
Museum and subsequently succeeding
the museum’s curator of reptiles on his
retirement.
Joan’s expertise in herpetology,
coupled with her artistic skills,
resulted in her being invited to
redesign the Reptile House at London
Zoo. Here, the arrival of the first
Komodo dragons from Indonesia
caused a particular stir with both
members of the public and the media,
especially when she fearlessly tended
to a sore in the mouth of Sumbawa,
one of these dragons.
Before long Joan Proctor was an
international sensation renowned for
her scholarship, her dedication and
her clinical skills.
Throughout the book, the author
makes subtle references to Joan’s
chronic ill health that resulted in her
untimely death aged only thirty-four, but
foregrounds her many achievements
and her passion for herpetology.
Sala’s vibrant illustrations portray
her as a chic young woman often with
a long rope of pearls around her neck,
surrounded by her beloved reptiles,
and highlighting that enormous
affinity between her and the creatures
she cared for. At the end of the book
is information about Proctor’s life,
photographs and facts about the
Komodo dragons. Immersive and
exciting, this is a book to add to a
collection of titles featuring groundbreaking women, especially those in
STEM fields. JB

Elizabeth & Zenobia

HHHH
Jessica Miller, Faber & Faber,
240pp, 978 0 571 33573 2, £6.99
After her mother abandons them,
Elizabeth and her scientist father Dr
Murmur move to Witheringe House,
his childhood home. Dr Murmur
is introspective and sad, always
working on his manuscripts with no
time for his daughter. Elizabeth finds
consolation in her imaginary friend
and alter ego, Zenobia, who is her
opposite in many ways.

Witheringe House is grey and bleak,
shrouded in fog, its garden a tangle of
weeds. A clump of hedge reveals an
overgrown maze with a dead-looking
tree at its centre. Zenobia is sure
that the place is haunted, and, with
Elizabeth reluctantly in tow, sets about
locating the ghost, or Spirit Presence,
that she believes lives there. Together,
they explore the house, even the East
Wing, which is out of bounds. In the
dust-filled nursery, Elizabeth sees
the face of a young girl in the shifting
patterns of the flowery wallpaper and
soon stumbles on other unsettling
elements – a tombstone dedicated to
her father’s younger sister, a mysterious
gardener who speaks in a snake-like
hiss, an abandoned red shoe and a
mirror that ripples like a pool of water.
The story, essentially about a
child craving recognition and love, is
the author’s first novel. Well written,
its gothic setting works well and is
convincingly creepy and suspenseful.
The secondary characters – the
distant father, hovering housekeeper
and likeable governess – provide
the backdrop and build suspense.
The main characters, Elizabeth
and Zenobia, complement each
other – the former is timid, cautious
and lonely, the latter obsessive,
outspoken and flamboyant - and their
interaction results in tension, drama
and also humour. By the end of the
story, Elizabeth finds courage – and
the beginnings of happiness. AF

First Names

HHH

Emmeline Pankhurst

Haydn Kaye, ill. Michael Cotton
Russell, David Fickling Books,
144pp, 978 1 910989 61 6, £6.99, pbk

Elon Musk,

Tracey Turner, ill. Mike Smith,
David Fickling Books, 144pp,
978 1 910989 62 3, £6.99, pbk
This is a new series of life stories from
David Fickling Books aiming to give a
real insight into their subject’s lives.
One volume takes the reader
through Emmeline Pankhurst’s life
highlighting not only her well known
role in the Suffragette movement
but the experiences that led her
to that point. Nicknamed ‘The
Dictionary’ and clearly gifted, she
was shocked to discover as a child
family expectations for her were low,
because she was female. However,
despite personal tragedies she
devoted her life to working to improve
conditions for the poor and women
in particular, including the so called
‘matchstick girls’ and those living
in the workhouse. It was when she
realised the only way real change
could be effected was through women
having the vote that the direction of
her work shifted towards politics.
Using firstly peaceful protest then
direct action her fame increased and
the cause drew attention not least
though the infamous hunger strikes
and forced feeding. Through this and
the societal and workplace changes
resulting from The First World War she
lived long enough to see her efforts

were successful with all women over
21 securing the vote in 1928.
The book is written in a
conversational and accessible style,
although the narrative meanders
at times through attempts to be
comprehensive. Cartoon illustrations
throughout and regular interjections
from Emmeline herself add humour
and are used as a device to include
detail about key topics such as the
voting system. For those with some
knowledge of Emmeline Pankhurst
this book will provide some interesting
background detail.
A second biography describes
the life of Elon Musk; entrepreneur,
engineer, inventor and billionaire.
It tells of a gifted child born into
an adventurous family, thirsty for
knowledge and success. Fascinated
with computers, he taught himself
coding in three nights at the age of
12. Early experiments with computer
games later led to the creation of
an internet database and the online
payment system which became
PayPal. Not content with success
in the virtual world, he was also
interested in transport; fast cars and
rockets. His own early experiments
with rocket building led to the creation
of the first private rocket successfully
setting off into space and actually
making deliveries to the International
Space Station. A business man with
an environmental conscience, his
interest in promoting solar energy
and electric cars is described. Solving
traffic problems is also a passion and
he is working on a big idea – creating
a high speed ‘Hyperloop’ connecting
cities with a network of tubes and
driverless capsules. Another long
term plan aims to solve the problem
of what to do if the earth becomes no
longer sustainable for humanity, by
creating a colony on Mars.
Elon Musk is definitely a big thinker
and problem solver who has made
an impact in a number of ways. His
story may be an inspiration to young
inventors with similarly big ideas.
The narrative describing his personal
life and achievements is interjected
with amusing cartoon illustrations
and explanations from Elon, about
key topics such as solar energy and
Silicon Valley. There is timeline of his
life so far and a useful glossary at the
back of the book. SMc

How to Bee

HHHH
Bren McDibble, Old Barn Books,
216pp, 9781910646441 £7.99 pbk
Set in a future when there are
no longer any bees, children are
employed on this Australian fruit farm
to fertilise the flowers with feather
wands, much like the pear farmers
of Hanyuan in China do today. Peony
desperately wants to become a ‘bee’,
but she is only 9, and too young. Still,
life on the farm, living in a hut with
her older sister Magnolia and their
Gramps, is pretty good most of the
time, and she rejoices for her friend
Applejoy when he is awarded the
coveted bee uniform. The arrival of
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her mother, who is working in the city,
upsets this happy life, as Ma wants
one of the girls to go with her and
earn more money.
Peony’s adventures as she tries to
learn how to behave well working as
a maid in a big house are hilarious,
and the difference between unhappy
rich people who live in a huge house
is contrasted with her happy life in
a tiny shack on the farm. She does
have an impact on the daughter of
the house, Esmeralda, a spoiled girl
of her own age who seems to be
agoraphobic, and her friendship and
encouragement is acknowledged
by the family when, of course, it all
goes wrong, and Peony runs away
back home. Life is tough on the
farm and in the city- there are two
deaths off- stage, but generally all
ends well. The characters are all very
credible: the squabbling sisters, the
stern but kindly housekeeper in the
big house, weak Mum and her selfish
boyfriend, “The Ape”, and the lovely
homely Gramps. This enjoyable story
is written in the present tense as if
from Peony’s point of view, with some
grammatical oddities and with all her
feelings and misunderstandings, and
this really does work. DB

The Storm Keeper’s Island

HHHH
Catherine Doyle, Bloomsbury,
9781408896884, £6.99 pbk
Fionn, feeling angry and rejected is
sent with his sister Tara to spend the
summer with their grandfather on the
island of Arranmore. Grandfather is the
Storm Keeper on Arranmore, a powerful
and magical heritage. But he is old; it is
time for a new Storm Keeper. A struggle
is coming between the followers of
Dagda and those of Morrigan. But who
will the island choose?
Mixing a very real landscape and
magic with confidence and assurance,
Catharine Doyle tells an exciting story
that quickly engages the reader’s
belief. Drawing on Irish mythology
in the Dagda and the Morrigan,
proponents of light and darkness,
she provides the setting for the ageold struggle between the followers of
each; a very traditional theme but a
very satisfying one providing plenty
of opportunity for tense, gripping
moments of real jeopardy. Fionn is
a credible boy torn between anxiety

for his mother, resentment of his
sister and confusion in the face of his
destiny and his Grandfather’s failing
memory. Imaginative touches include
the Grandfathers use of candles to
store memories and past events,
while it the island itself as a character
in itself that has the final decision. But
it is not going to end there; Fionn may
emerge as the new Storm Keeper but
the Morrigan is waking. The struggle
will continue to bring more magical
excitement to young readers. Here is
an author to watch. FH

The Embassy of the Dead

HHHH
Will Mabbitt, Orion,
978-1510104556, 272pp, £6.99 pbk
I’m a big fan of Will Mabbitt’s Mabel
Jones series, funny, clever and
frequently gruesome stories full of
jokes and larger than life characters.
His new series, Embassy of the Dead,
is more serious but there’s still a
good deal of gruesome humour (the
MacGuffin is a box containing a dead
man’s finger), and the best characters
are the dead ones.
For Jake Jones the most pressing
issues in his life are his parents’
separation, and the forthcoming school
trip. All that changes however when he
runs into – almost literally – the ghost of
a long-dead undertaker called Stiffkey.
In a case of mistaken identity, Stiffkey
entrusts Jake with the care of a highly
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dangerous object which, should it fall
into the wrong ghostly hands, will cause
real and terrifying problems for the living.
This is the beginning of an adventure
which sees Jake careering across the
countryside at the wheel of his father’s
campervan (scenes any right-minded
child will love) pursued by some very
unpleasant spooks, while gathering
around him a band of dead companions
including a fox, and a hockey-stickwielding, school girl poltergeist.
Mabbitt finds humour in both the
worlds of the living and the dead, and
envisages the latter as governed by a
mix of council-office bureaucrats and
high-level spies. It’s great fun, but the
action occasionally and momentarily
slows to give readers a glimpse into
the pain of losing someone, and
there’s a real poignancy in some of
the scenes.
Generally readers though will enjoy
this for the exciting, scary, fast-paced
ghost story it is and will want to see out
book two in the series which will see
Jake and poltergeist Cora summoned
to the Embassy of the Dead to
undertake a special mission… MMa

Jason Banks and the
Pumpkin of Doom

HHHHH
Gillian Cross, ill. Sarah Horne,
Barrington Stoke, 55pp,
9781781128138, £5.99 pbk
The Pumpkin of Doom is such a clever
little book it builds up with this cheeky
little idea, stealth like, with a really
humourous streak. As a reader, I think
you sort of know what the outcome will
be and that there will be justice along
the way but it’s, as the sticker says,
‘Super readable’!
Everyone is afraid of the school
bully Jason Banks. He behaves in
a very non friendly way towards
everybody and consequently his peers
steer clear of him. There are reasons
for this - as there always are - and the
book subtly explores those. Jason lives
with his mum who has to work very
hard and doesn’t really see him at all.
His obvious hurt at this comes out in
treating everybody in a bad tempered
way because he is feeling bad himself.
There is lots to think about in the book
and what you see on the surface isn’t
quite what’s happening underneath.
The book is about second chances
and not judging – seeing beyond a
person’s actions. When Millie arrives
at school everybody tells her to keep
away from Jason but she strives to
develop a friendship with him much to
everyone’s horror.

Meanwhile a pumpkin carved with
the words ‘pumpkin of doom’ keeps
mysteriously appearing in Jason’s life,
on his doorstep...everywhere! What is
the meaning of it?
The book is a Barrington Stoke read
so will be really effective in engaging
reluctant older readers but everyone.
It’s an all round winner, just seems
to hit the spot on lots of different
levels with some fantastically quirky
illustrations to help too. SG

Moth

HHHHH
Isabel Thomas, ill. Daniel Egneus,
Bloomsbury, 978 1 4088 8975 6,
£12-99, hbk
This
powerful
and
visually
spectacular book tells a remarkable
story of evolution. It captures the
struggle of animal survival in our
evolving human world. It is an
atmospheric introduction to Darwin’s
Natural Selection theory, with a
simple, explanatory text and brilliant,
graphic illustrations.
The peppered moth, back in the
early 1800s, was light with speckled
wings. During the day, their wings
provided brilliant camouflage as they
rested on lichen-covered tree trunks.
Occasionally, a dark form emerged,
but these were easily spotted by
birds, and were easy prey, so their
numbers decreased. Throughout the
Industrial Revolution, an enormous
increase in pollution killed off lichens,
and tree trunks became coated with
layers of soot. Therefore the converse
happened; the dark form of speckled
moth was now well camouflaged, and
became the more likely to survive and
pass on darkness to their offspring.
Over time, the dark form became more
prevalent. By the middle of the 20th
century, laws were passed to reduce
air pollution from smoke and soot. As a
result, the proportion of light speckled
moths rose, as trees shed their sooty
bark and lichens regrew. This amazing
natural selection is dramatically told
through an excellent marriage between
the text and the illustrations. It is
certainly a book which will be perused
time and again by those many young
readers interested in the changing
world around us, interested in the
effect human enterprise has upon
other forms of life. The illustrations
offer a perfect introduction to the
concept of creatures adapting, and
evolving, to survive and endure within
our complicated world. It ends with the
word, HOPE. A truly wonderful book.
GB

reviews
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In the Mouth of The Wolf

HHHH
Michael Morpurgo, Barroux,
Egmont, 9781405285261, 146pp,
£12.99 hbk
Morpurgo is a master storyteller and
never better than when he is telling
a story based on real inidents – as
he does here. Taking the voice of his
uncle, Francis Camaerts, he looks
back on his role in World War II. It is
his 90th birthday, the memories are
rich difficult and emotional both for
the narrator and the reader. The tone
is familiar, slightly rambling, direct,
full of reflection – and yes incident,
real-life incident. Francis had entered
the war as a pacifist; the death of
his brother, Pieter, combined with
witnessing a random bomb tragedy
persuaded him to join up. He entered
France as an undercover agent, (the
Camaerts were a Belgian family so
speaking French was his great asset).
We meet fellow Resistance fighters;
he reflects on the conflicting and
complicated attitudes to the war – the
destruction war causes not just to life
but to relationships and communities.
As the war recedes in time, this is
very much the sort of memoir needed to
work alongside the many action packed
WWII adventures that fill the shelves.
The illustrations by Barroux capture the
under cover world of waiting, of tension
and shadowy existence to perfection. It
is in a sense ageless, though the design
suggests a younger audience. It needs
to be read aloud – or even performed
like The Mozart Question. A story to
remember. FH

The Breadwinner,
A graphic novel

HH
Based on the original book by
Deborah Ellis, adapted from the
feature film directed by Nora
Twomey, Oxford University Press,
80pp, 978 0 19 276856 8, £8.99, pbk.
This slim book version of the currently
released animation of Deborah Ellis’s
The Breadwinner has no credited
author or illustrator. It is simply a
series of images from the film to which
dialogue has been added. It does
no favours to the original book nor, I
imagine, to the film. It is subtitled “a
graphic novel” but actually it is the
antithesis of a graphic novel. If anyone
needed convincing of the narrative
and pictorial skill involved in creating
a graphic novel then all that would
be needed would be to take any true
example of the genre and place it
beside this arrangement of stills which
jerk spasmodically from one incident
to another. This is not any criticism
of the movie itself, which I have not
seen. It is just confirmation that you
can’t simply take a pair of scissors to a
film, cut away nearly all of the carefully
edited narrative, arrange what’s left in
a chronological sequence, and expect
it to work as a story. This is neither a

movie nor a book. It might serve as a
souvenir of the film but that’s all. CB

Fighting Fantasy: The Gates
of Death

HHHH
Charlie Higson, ill. Vlado Krizan,
Scholastic, 338pp,
978 1 407186 30 6, £6.99, pbk
This is a brand new addition to the
world famous Fighting Fantasy
series of books. Unlike traditional
story books, Steve Jackson and
Ian Livingstone’s Fighting Fantasy
concept invites readers to take control
of the narrative themselves. Like a
computer game, readers/players have
to make decisions throughout the
book, in order to complete challenges
and move forwards through their own
quest. They have to collect weapons
and provisions in order to survive
battles (using dice) with mythical
creatures and save the land of Allansia
from a terrifying demonic plague!
Like all classic Fighting Fantasy
reads, The Gates of Death is an
adventure that requires readers to
think critically, take risks and, most
of all, persevere when the going gets
tough. The wonderful complexity of
the storylines, and the sophisticated
plot possibilities, means that it is
extremely challenging to complete the
book without being eaten, murdered
or turned into a demon!
As well as the exciting and original
concept, Higson’s story offers
genuinely interesting characters some of whom are truly frightening.
Angry, drunken dwarves tussle with
ferocious demon dogs and two-faced
monsters, whilst mysterious beggars,
scholars and strangers offer to help
the hero on his/her way...but how do
you know which ones to trust?
Higson has succeeded in reenergising a classic series, and many
new readers will now be encouraged
to explore the back catalogue of
Fighting Fantasy quests. The Gates
of Death is a brilliant combination of
geeky gameplay and epic adventure,
which readers will be queueing up to
try and complete. Perhaps the biggest
challenge of all for young readers will
be trying to stop mums and dads from
reading it all before they do! SD

Suffragette, The Battle for
Equality

HHHHH
David Roberts, Two Hoots, 132pp,
978 1 5098 3967 4, £18.99, hbk
This has obviously been a labour of
love for David Roberts. He has written
and illustrated all of its more than a
hundred big pages, and his passion,
humour, outrage and admiration
are clear on every one of them, as
is his careful research. As the title
suggests, his interest, as with most
of the centenary commemoration, is
with the militant wing of the British
movement for women’s suffrage in the

years before the First World War, but
he acknowledges the longer patient
struggle whose constant frustration
led to radicalism and the histories
and continuing battle for women’s
rights in other times and places. That
he has decided to illustrate everything
has its disadvantages. For instance,
acknowledging the WSPU’s famous
cat and mouse poster, he doesn’t
include it but describes it, which
doesn’t convey its power in the same
way. There are, of course, existing
photographs and images of many of
the people and incidents described,
and he uses none of them. Rather
he creates an Edwardian world in his
illustrations that is his own distanced
version of the time, with galleries of
subtly characterised portraits of the
major players, cartoon coppers with
truncheons, stuffy parliamentarians,
and determined middle class ladies,
to whose coiffure and couture he
pays the minutest attention even as
they are marching and fighting in the
streets. Roberts’ love of fashion and
design is everywhere apparent, as
is the influence of Art Nouveau. This
is one of the huge strengths of his
approach, for it acknowledges in a
way that I have seen nowhere else, the
creative flair of suffragette agitation:
the colours, the banners, the pins
and badges; the turning of the arts
of women’s domestic confinement
(Roberts alludes early in the book
to Victorian samplers) into powerful
forms of mobilisation. Another
strength is that, as an illustrator, he
can go into places where cameras
were either absent or not welcome.
We can see the very moment when
the fire-bombed pillar box starts to
smoke and inside the cell where a
weak and struggling suffragette is
being ruthlessly force-fed. Above
all, what Roberts achieves is a fine
balance between a retrospective
recognition of the inherent absurdity
of the situation, of the denial of the
vote itself and the extremes to which
it drove perfectly respectable women,
and the time’s darkest and its more
glorious aspects, the cruelty with
which the status quo was defended
and the heroism of those who fought
for change. CB

The Silver Hand

HH
Terry Deary, Bloomsbury, 282pp,
9781472961440, £6.99, pbk
This romp through the last months of
the Great War includes an encounter
with the young Corporal Adolf Hitler
and Baron Von Richthofen, the Red
Baron. Aimee lives in the village
of Bray which had changed hands
several times during the fighting.
Her mother Colette is unbeknown
to Aimee, part of the White Lady
spy group helping the British. A spy
is however discovered in the British
camp and Aimee is allowed to

help her mother root him out. They
discover early on who it is, but he
also discovers Aimee has overheard
him and pursues her. Alongside
this story is that of Marius, a young
German who works in the hospital
and befriends Aimee. Captain Ellis,
the spymaster as it were, manages
to mix up two rucksacks and thus the
real pursuit of the two young people
begins.
This as I said, a romp, as so many
unlikely things happen, including
Aimee being allowed up in a balloon
which is to take photos of German
positions, being allowed to travel
towards the battlefield at Peronne,
being allowed over the river there
by the Australian army who are
ferrying material across, to the two
protagonists being blown apart in
the last moments of the war. There
are some moments of seriousness,
particularly when the songs of the
time are written down for the reader.
In this the centenary of the end
of the Great War, this story jars
somewhat. Children will read it
because Terry Deary wrote it, but
there are many better historical novels
which give a real feel of the time, of the
tragedy and pain of war. JF

The Mystery of the Colour Thief

HHH
Ewa Jozefkowicz, illus Sophie
Gilmore, Zephyr, 978 17866 98940,
196pp, £10.99, hbk
A reader familiar with today’s fiction
for younger teenagers may well
recognise some aspects of his novel.
Izzy’s mum is in a coma in hospital
following a traffic accident, and Izzy
is visited in her dreams by a shadowy
figure which appears to be stealing
colours from a collage of Izzy’s life
which was created by her mum
for Izzy’s bedroom wall. Izzy’s best
friend at school abandons her for a
more fashionable crowd, claiming
that Izzy isn’t any fun to be around.
Izzy is befriended by Toby, a boy who
uses a wheelchair, who has recently
moved into her street. Together they
take an interest in Spike, a cygnet in a
Swan family on the local stream who
doesn’t appear to be thriving, another
outsider who has to learn how to
make his own way in the world. There
is a lot going on in this first novel, not
to mention Izzy’s leading part in the
school play: Lady Macbeth, no less.
If the characters and narrative are
familiar in many respects, they are
adroitly handled; and the impressive
aspect of the story is the depiction of
Izzy’s disordered state of mind. She
is bewildered, frightened and angry
and beset by guilt about her mother.
She resents help and lashes out
when provoked. Yet her good sense
and determination, with help from
sometimes unexpected places, not
only sees her through but enables her
to learn from the experience. CB
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Bone Talk

HHHH
Candy Gourlay, David Fickling
Books, 9781910989258, £10.99
hbk
What happens when two cultures
meet head on? It is 1899, Bontok
in the Cordilleras in the Philippines.
Samkad is elated and nervous; his
father has just told him he is become
a man. But his journey to the Tree of
Bones is not smooth; his life is turned
upside down when an American
arrives in the village. The army follows.
Samkad suddenly finds himself facing
terrifying new ideas ...as he says “I
had not known it possible for there
to be people with hair a colour other
than black...”
Books – stories – can take the
reader anywhere and here Candy
Gourlay transports us to the other
side of the world, the Philippines.
This is a story that does not appear in
our history books – but the parallels
are clear. Gourlay introduces us to
Samkad and his people still living
according to the patterns that have
been followed for ages. We see their
beliefs, their preoccupations, their
practices through Samkad’s eyes.
Superficially they are unfamiliar,
strange perhaps. But Samkad is a
boy we can recognise, telling his
story with an immediacy that opens
a door to understanding. Pervading
the novel is the sense of place. The
isolation – even the tribes have little
real knowledge of each other – the
lush landscape, and presiding over all
the Tree of Bones, the avatar guiding
thoughts and ideas.
Gourlay is an accomplished
novelist who looks to explore different
challenges in every book, all springing
from her own background. Here she
boldly takes her readers into a very
different world, a past that is both
specific yet universal. This is a book
to recommend – accessible, exciting
and challenging. FH

The Boy Who Hit Play

HHHHH
Chloe Daykin, ill. Richard Jones,
Faber and Faber, 978 05713 26785,
336pp, £6.99, pbk
This is a quirky tale told in the
presently
fashionable
present
tense and in a distinctive insistent
idiosyncratic voice. The voice belongs
to Elvis (“not that Elvis…”) Crampton
Lucas, a boy who was discovered as a
baby under a newspaper on a bench
at a zoo, and is now determined to find
his natural parents. Luckily he has an
understanding adoptive dad, George
Lucas (“not that George Lucas…”),
who has an eccentric friend, Lloyd,
who not only turns up in unexpected
places in the house (out of a suitcase,
at one point) but also has enough
money to fund a visit to Norway: a
choice of destination suggested by
the language in which the newspaper
was written. So off they go on an

adventure that it is both a road trip
and a mystery, steering wildly from
a Hitchcockian motel visit and train
journey (no knives in the shower but
at least one gun on the train) to a wild
car chase across an icy causeway.
And, of course, they are pursued
by shadowy figures who may be
the key to the mystery. Or does it
lie closer to home? Are George and
Lloyd telling Elvis all they know? This
is tremendous inventive fun, told at
a pace, with plenty of contemporary
references (Elvis is a YouTuber and
video creator after all), unafraid to
mix the absurd and improbable with
some potentially weighty questions
about identity and family, truth and
justice, and peppered with spicy turns
of phrase and laconic observation
that wouldn’t be out of place in a
Raymond Chandler novel: altogether
great stuff. CB

My Messed-Up Life

HHH
Susin Nielsen, Andersen Press,
213pp, 9781783445523, £7.99 pbk
Humour and pathos mingle in this
story of teenage Violet’s struggles
to come to terms with her parents’
divorce and her father’s re-marriage.
A young, glamorous step-mother and
adorable twin step-sisters only add
to her woes. Then, to make matters
worse, Violet’s Mom has a new, and
seemingly impossibly cringe worthy
boyfriend called Dudley Wiener.
Action is called for and Violet enlists
her wise, loyal best friend, Phoebe, in
a hilarious spying mission to check
out whether Dudley is likely to prove
as disastrous as his predecessors.
Violet’s antics are funny but her
anger and pain at what she feels is
rejection by her father are real and
lead to disturbed behaviour. This
novel touchingly combines humour
and insight as Violet slowly learns to
move on and to be more accepting.
This novel was first published in
Canada in 2010 with the title Dear
George Clooney: Please Marry My
Mom and, whilst the theme of George
Clooney being the ideal marriage
partner is inevitably dated now, the
witty dialogue, comic set pieces
and fast pace will keep 12+ fans of
problem family stories engaged. SR

Lucky Break: A Comedy of
Serious Errors

HHH
Rob Stevens, Andersen Press,
265pp, 978 1 78344 657 5, £6.99
pbk
There is a lot more depth and feeling
to this novel than the playful title and
colourful front cover suggest. It is a
farce and a caper that catalogues an
unfortunate series of accidents that
leads the young narrator, Leon, into
bags of trouble. However, it is also a
sensitive and sentimental telling of a
family’s efforts to cope with loss.
Leon is a twin but, tragically, his
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brother died in a car accident one
year ago. His mum keeps herself busy
with schemes to keep the roads safe.
His dad is very, very busy at work. Only
his older sister seems to have time to
joke and play with Leon, but even she
never talks about the brother they’ve
lost. To make matters even more
uncomfortable, Leon is forbidden to
play any contact sports or engage in
any risky activity whatsoever – which
puts a serious dent in his ambition to
become a pro rugby player.
When a kooky and awkward boy
joins Leon’s school, it sparks a chain
of events that force Leon and his
family to finally confront what has
happened. Arnold is weird. He does
not understand sarcasm, or jokes,
and takes everything literally. He is
difficult company to begin with, but
Leon soon finds that his incredibly
blunt and forthright manner are
actually just what he needs: he can
finally talk about things to someone.
Arnold,
somewhat
accidentally,
encourages Leon to take risks, and
pretty soon they are tied up in a knot
of trouble involving the amusement
arcade, a missing wallet and a
homeless man called Mr Cheeseman.
Considering Leon’s mum doesn’t
usually like him to leave the house
without a hi-vis jacket, she’s unlikely
to react calmly to his incarceration at
the local station!
There are comedic moments in the
story (usually provided by Arnold’s
lack of tact) and plenty of pace and
excitement, but the most powerful
and affecting element of Rob Stevens’
book is the way that Leon and
Arnold’s frank and open friendship
so poignantly counters the secretive
and uncomfortable relationship that
Leon endures with his parents, as
they struggle to cope with their grief.
Lucky break is a fun and engaging
comedy, but is much more rewarding
as a drama about friendship, family
and honesty. SD

Splash

HHHH
Charli Howard, Nosy Crow, 204pp,
9781788001700, £6.99
Molly is in year 6 at primary school
and lives with her Nan and Grandad,
after her mother left home several
years before. She is an enthusiastic
swimmer and member of the local
swimming club, with high hopes
of being really successful at her
beloved sport. Life starts to get more
complex when her best friend begins
to criticise her about her size, shape
and lack of interest in boys. For Chloe
making sure that she will fit in at
secondary school has become a big
thing and she thinks that Molly will
make them stand out (not in a good
way), so she tries to persuade Molly
to stop swimming. Then to add to
the pressure Molly’s mother and
boyfriend turn up and start staying at
Molly’s house. How our young heroine
deals with these situations makes for
an exciting and very heartfelt story.
Will she succeed at her swimming
gala, is her mother going to stay and
will her friendship with Chloe survive

the pressures of year 6? You really will
have to read this to find the answers.
This was a great story for young
people who are about to undertake
the first major change in their school
lives. The move from primary to
secondary school is a stressful time
for many young people, as they move
from being the most senior to being
the most junior again. The author
handles a variety of issues with care
and hopefully the young readers will
gain confidence. However the main
issue that is raised by this book is
that of ‘body image’. Molly has the
perfect physique for a swimmer with
broad shoulders, strong arms and
legs, but for some of those around her
this equates to being ‘overweight’ and
means they stand no chance of being
‘in with the in crowd’. There is a very
strong message given by the author
about being positive about your looks
and not trying to copy the images we
see in the media. It is particularly
important for young people, both boys
and girls, as they are still growing and
they cannot assume that their looks
at 11 years old will reflect what they
are when they are 18 or older. This
is a great story for KS2 children but it
also has strong messages that apply
no matter what age we are. MP

The Sand Dog

HHH
Sarah Lean, Harper Collins
Children Books, 260pp,
9780008165819, £6.99, pbk
This touching book is about friendship,
hope and finding out about who we
really are....a read to make you think.
Azi is currently being looked after
by his uncle who runs a restaurant
as his grandfather has disappeared
in mysterious circumstances. The
restaurant is on a small Mediterranean
island and in the summer months Azi
spends his time promoting it at the
ferry and the beach.
He uses his time to try to find
out what has happened to his
grandfather and whilst he is doing
this he starts to uncover the mystery
which is quite hard for him and his
uncle. He sees some signs in the
arrival of a nesting turtle and then in
a sandy dog who arrives. Finding and
making a friend and then finding an
owner for the dog mirrors his search
for his grandad. During the search Azi
discovers answers to mysteries about
his past and that all is not what it
always seems.
Sarah writes about Azi’s personal
journey in a readable way which would
be a really good discussion book for
Y5s upwards. I don’t want to give too
much away but Azi’s past touches
upon one of the humanitarian crisis
of Europe and how people on the
island respond to it....it’s a must read
today to support teaching our children
about human rights and empathy. SG
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Ed’s Choice
The Weight of A Thousand
Feathers

HHHHH
Brian Conaghan, Bloomsbury,
978 1408871539, 368p, £12.99 hbk
Bobby Seed will soon be 18. But
he is still 17 – and the weight of
the world lies on his shoulders.
He is the carer for his mother who
is in the final stages of MS. His
younger brother, Danny also needs
to be cared for. But Bobby longs
for a normal life where he can
enjoy himself, do daft things – and
explore his own identity – and do
what is right for his mother
Brian Conaghan has done it
again. Uncompromising, gritty, laced
with a black humour this is a novel
that you live. Told by Bobby and
almost all dialogue the narrative
is direct and immediate. There is
an authenticity that ensures the
reader completely believes in Bobby
and what he faces. And at times it
seems overwhelming – but truth
will certainly be stranger than any
fiction and the world of the young
carer rarely receives the spotlight.
This is a book to make its readers

Mud

HHHH
Emily Thomas, Andersen Press,
978-1783446896, 416pp, £7.99 pbk
Emily Thomas has used memories of
her unconventional early teenage life
to write an exceptionally poignant and
very funny novel. Comparisons with
I Capture the Castle have already
been made – significantly it’s one of
her narrator Lydia’s favourite books
– and it’s easy to see why: there are
real echoes of Dodie Smith’s classic
in Mud, particularly in the tone and
authenticity of the voice, and in its
beautifully perceptive descriptions of
a young girl growing up to understand
more about herself, her flawed family
and the adult world in general.
The story is told in diary form, the
first entry being 9th June, 1979.
Lydia is 13, her mother died three
years earlier, and her father is about
to drop a bombshell. Due to a vague
reference to ‘money troubles’ later
upgraded to a confession that he
is ‘completely out of money’, he is
selling their house and moving the
family to a boat, ‘a lovely old Thames
Barge’ to be precise. What’s more,
Kate his new girlfriend, will also be
moving in with her three children.
The boat is big, but also leaky,
smelly and uncomfortable.
All
readers will feel the shock and horror
Lydia experiences when she is first
shown her ‘cabin’. Life on board for its
8 inhabitants – Lydia’s impressively

think. It is not the easy YA read with
a suitably romantic closure; we
leave knowing Bobby and Danny
have a difficult future. But the
overarching theme – family love,
family support – promises that they
will survive. An extraordinary book
to be recommended to thoughtful,
enquiring readers prepared to take
a step into the dark. FH
cool and sharp-tongued sister Elsa is
off to Cambridge so escapes, mostly
– is a tetchy affair. Meanwhile, at her
new school, Lydia, self-described as
a ‘friend-repeller’ meets Kay. Chipeating, straight-talking, wonderfully
secure in who she is, Kay is the best
thing in Lydia’s life and readers will
love her too.
Friends, hairstyles, adolescent
parties and crushes are all features
in Lydia’s diary entries, as they would
be for any teenager, but alongside
that unfolds the story of her family’s
own form of unhappiness. Kate and
her father argue, Kate becoming
increasingly bitter as her father
spends more and more time away,
his drinking getting out of control.
It’s often a story of heart-break, but
throughout it all there’s humour too
– a scene with Elsa and Lydia at the
bar of their local pub a particularly
good example. It all makes for an
unforgettable read, honest, painful,
and full of lines and observations to
make you laugh out loud.
Like the mud that the Lady Beatrice
sits on, Mud will stick to readers, it’s
a book that colours your view of the
world as the pages turn. AR

thriller, is most definitely a liar. She
confesses as much in the opening
pages of the book which – in her
words – is a chronicle of the events
that led her to a retreat in the Scottish
Highlands to recover from physical
and mental trauma. It’s an immediate
challenge for readers: how much of
Nora’s story should they believe? How
honest is she really going to be?
The story that she tells is certainly
enthralling and disturbing. Nora’s
description of her interaction with an art
teacher at her school opens the book
and, a Lolita tale turned upside down,
sets the tone, revealing not just her
extraordinary ability to deceive others,
even her mother, but the frighteningly
ruthless way she will deploy it to get
what she wants, and particularly to get
her revenge for perceived slights. It’s
a gift that should be channelled into
acting and the opportunity arises when
an older girl, Bel – flamboyant, erratic,
fascinating – recruits Nora into her
production of Cinderella. Bel’s mother,
now dead, was a famous actress and
her father is a well-known film director.
The more Nora sees of Bel’s life, the
more she wants it, and when the
opportunity arises to play a part in a
remake of the film that launched Bel’s
mother’s career, Nora sets out to take it
from her friend.
Nora and Bel might appear to be
opposites – Nora calm and controlled
where Bel is wild, spontaneous, selfdestructive – but they have much in
common. They match one another
totally in their desire to get what they
want, and in their disregard of others.
The inevitable clash is explosive.
Holden Caulfield famously describes
himself as ‘the most terrific liar you ever
saw in your life’; it’s a claim readers will
apply to Nora too. Certainly she keeps
and holds our attention, if not our trust,
from beginning to end. Gray’s control
of the plot is assured, as Nora takes
us back and forth in time, truths and
lies gradually revealed to shock us and
change our understanding of what we
believe to be true. Little liar, big drama.
MMa

the six witness a seventh character,
Steven Jeffers, suffer a heart attack
and die. In each of the succeeding
six years these same six people meet
to remember the one who died. They
also share the vicissitudes of their
own lives.
Three of the group have stories
that are particularly memorable.
Kaitlyn has Stargardt syndrome,
a progressive form of visual
impairment, is feisty and feminist.
Before her story ends she needs an
assistance dog. Joe is badly treated
on account of his being overly trusting
and sometimes a trifle naïve, but
retains his pleasant personality. His
mother has early impact Alzheimer’s,
with devastating impact on the
family. His story is raw and beautifully
written. Sasha lives with her father,
her mother having abandoned both of
them. Her life is devoted to pleasing
her father. She feels a strong desire
for independence, moderated by her
reluctance to leave her father wholly
alone. What will Sasha decide to do?
In the opinion of this reviewer,
who is familiar with the work of four
of the seven authors, it would have
been helpful to the critical process to
know which author was responsible
for each section. It would also have
been interesting if the seven joint
authors had left a note evaluating
their experience of the shared effort
of creating this novel, especially as
the result of their collaboration is on
the whole praiseworthy.
The weakness of this book lies
not in the quality of the episodes it
contains but in the structure in which
the episodes are set. Six people can
easily get in a lift. They might easily
witness the death of the seventh.
But it is less easily credible that they
would feel driven to assemble every
year in memory of the deceased.
The willing suspension of disbelief
endures while the reader is engaged
in reading. But put the book down and
the narrative implausibility comes to
haunt you. RB

Floored: a Collaborative Novel

HHHHH
Maggie Harcourt, Usborne, 439pp,
978-1-4749-4068-9, £7.99 pbk
The adjective `passionate’ has
been criminally overused but in the
context of this book, no other word
will do to describe the protagonist
Hope’s feelings about the theatre.
She has been working backstage
at The Square Globe, a small local
community theatre and then she
is selected for an interview at her
beloved Earl’s to work as an intern
with the technical crew, which, if
it goes well, will provide her with
the reference she needs to get into
college to study stage management.
When she is given the job she feels
disbelief, delight and a determination
to keep it secret from her mother,

HHHH
Sara Barnard, Holly Bourne, Tanya
Byrne, Non Pratt, Melinda Salisbury,
Lisa Williamson and Eleanor Wood,
320pp, 978-1509862306, £7.99
This novel is an exercise in joint
authorship. The sections of the
book are identified by the name of a
character in the narrative. The narrative
for each character is written by a single
author, though which author wrote
which section is undisclosed. It is also
Little Liar
undisclosed whether authors edited
HHHH each other’s sections.
Six teenage characters get into a lift
Julia Gray, Andersen Press, 9781783446919, 384pp, £7.99 pbk
at the headquarters of an organisation
Nora Tobias, the central character which bears more than a passing
of Julia Gray’s intense psychological resemblance to the BBC. In the lift,
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the world-famous award-winning
costume designer, Miriam Parker.
Her determination springs from her
heartfelt wish to make her own mark
on theatre life and not rely on her
mother’s name to get her work.
Harcourt’s own knowledge and
involvement in theatre shines through
on every page. She manages to give
the reader an intimate picture of the
work of the backstage team, pack
it full of often complex technical
detail and yet avoid being dull or
professorial. Her talent for creating
memorable characters comes to
the fore, here-the reader wants to
know what the people they have
come to know and like do to make a
production successful.
Tension is skilfully created through
both characters and situations. Hope
must respond to the whims of the star
of the production, Tommy Knight and
this often involves last-minute forays
to retrieve a vital prop or, at the other
end of the spectrum, some expensive
dry cleaning. Tommy’s brother Rick is
the show’s director and the two often
clash-another source of credible
tension. Perhaps Harcourt’s most
impressive use of this narrative tool
is her ability to convey the theatrical
miracle of actors becoming the
character they play, then shedding
that fictitious skin at the end of a
rehearsal or performance.
There is, perhaps inevitably, a
romance threaded through this story.
Hope finds herself deeply attracted
to Luke, a student at drama college
who is playing a part in the show-and
the attraction is mutual. Yet, even
here, Harcourt has a sure touch and
the developing relationship never
descends into comic-book fantasy but
instead gives her a vehicle through
which she can delve more deeply into
the two characters to show how their
lives and personalities have been
shaped.
I have to resort to the old cliché-I
couldn’t put this book down-because
it is absolutely true. At 439 pages it
is a long read but an absorbing and
richly rewarding one. VR

Jiddy Vardy

HHH
Ruth Estevez, Zuntold Books,
434pp., 9781999863302, £7.99, pbk
The story opens with a fairly horrific
account of a birth on a ship in 1779.
The ship is under attack from pirates
and the new born baby girl is hidden
away as her parents and her father’s
friend are dropped overboard. The
story then moves forward where the
reader meets Jiddy Vardy, living in
Robin Hood Bay’s Bay in a village
dominated by smuggling.
The whole village from the squire
down is involved and soon Jiddy is
too. But she is different, not having
been born in the village, although
she does not know her origins. When
Thomas, husband of Mary, the couple
who took her in, dies, Jiddy is given a

job as seamstress to the squire’s wife
and finds herself being made over in
modern parlance, learning to dance
and dress as a lady. The reason for
this is revealed after a smuggling trip
that went wrong, and Jiddy is taken to
London to meet her real mother.
Up to here the reader is carried
along by the strength of the writing,
the lilt of the Yorkshire dialect, well
heard in the speech of the characters,
but suddenly as she is taken to
London by the mysterious Captain
Ryethorpe the plot descends into
a predictable pattern, where Jiddy
decides that life in London is not for
her and returns to Jason’s arms.
Jiddy is a strong character,
grounded in love for the women who
care for her, and by her attachment
to the community, even though
some do not think she belongs. The
development of the love between
her and Jason is told slowly, as it
would happen, but the reader can
see the outcome well before the
end of the story, which does make
it lose its depth. This is a picture of
a community rooted in smuggling,
although the reasons for this are not
clearly explained, who are bound to
each other by this nocturnal activity
and their hatred of the ‘preventive’
soldiers. There is the added menace
of the arrival of the Dragoons under
the command of Captain Ryethorpe,
who also turns up in Mrs. Farsyde’s
drawing room to teach Jiddy to dance.
This is a very readable story but
could have been so much better
with some strong editing so that the
signposts as to what will happen to
Jiddy are not so clear to the reader,
and which would have lifted it to a
very good novel. JF

The Lost Witch

HHHHH
Melvin Burgess, 336pp,
978-1783446902, £12.99 hbk
Beatrice Wilder, known as Bea, is
13 years old as the story begins.
She does not at this stage know
that she is a witch. She struggles
with her own ability to summon the
spirits of humans and animals out of
their bodies, a rare gift even among
witches. A group of malevolent people
known as the Hunt are in pursuit
of the witches, intent on stealing
their magical powers for their own
purposes. The reader does not know
which of the magical characters on
display are genuinely using magic
for praiseworthy ends and which are
secretly conspiring with the Hunt.
Before she knows she has magical
talents, Bea meets a boy named Lars.
He can do amazing tricks on his skate
board. He sees Bea as beautiful and
talented. She also meets Odi, a very
old and very talented witch, and
Silvis, the granddaughter of Odi. Bea,
Odi and Silvis become friends almost
instantly
But Bea faces a problem. When she
informs her parents of her magical
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talents, they think she is unstable.
They take her to hospital to be
treated. The hospital is infested with
members of the Hunt. They try to put
Bea in a machine which will separate
her witch spirit from her non-magical
spirit, reminiscent of the machine
used by to split children’s souls by
Philip Pullman’s Oblation Board.
Bea escapes, ostensibly with the aid
of Lars but in fact as a result of her
own magical powers. The reader is
now obliged to ask who in reality is
Lars and what will be the result of his
involvement in Bea’s life?
Burgess, as might be expected,
creates a fictional world that is
coherent and credible. The plot
twists are numerous and skilful. He
guides the reader’s sentiments with a
confident hand, leading to a situation
where the reader has little idea who
is trustworthy and who might be a
betrayer. Some authors excel at gritty
realism, others at fantasy. It is rare for
any author to command both sets of
skills. Burgess is undoubtedly one of
this elite band. RB

White Rabbit, Red Wolf

HHHH
Tom Pollock, Walker Books,
396pp, 9781406378177, £7.99 pbk
Preposterously plotted and with a
highly disturbed 17-year old maths
genius Peter as its main character,
this extraordinary novel yet radiates
energy and conviction. Happy to
quote from mathematical formulae
as one way of solving characters’
current problems, it also deals with
kidnapping, ruthless government
spying agencies and murder. That
tradition in former adventure stories
for younger readers whereby villains
in the last chapter are either tied
up before being delivered to justice
or else contribute to their own
demise has no place here. Peter’s
otherwise sympathetic twin sister
Bel has already settled into a steady
killing groove, but since she has
been programmed to be that way by
her sinister, manipulative scientist
mother, her moral culpability remains
an open question.
Things start slowly with too much
description of Peter’s recurring anxiety
states. There are also numerous
jumps forward and backwards in
time that follow, which can become
confusing in an otherwise long story.
But stick with it; how often does a
Young Adult novel succeed in making
maths interesting while also raising
urgent philosophical points directly
relevant to the action in hand? Peter
himself moves from victim to action
hero, becoming more attractive as a
literary companion while making this
somewhat unlikely journey. Before
that, he is badly bullied at school. Like
almost every other novel involving
bullying, rather than complain to the
authorities he suffers and almost dies
at the hand of his chief tormentor
(who then gets his own grisly comeuppance from angry Bel). Might there
be a story one day where savage
bullying at school is promptly reported

to the relevant authorities and then
stopped? If we can respect whistleblowers in the rest of society, why not
in education as well? Not splitting
on one’s contemporaries under any
circumstances seems an increasingly
pointless philosophy these days.
Much else arises from this weird,
quirky, utterly original and splendidly
eccentric story, well written and everunpredictable from page to page.
Read it and prepare to be constantly
surprised and sometimes even
amazed. NT

Are We All Lemmings &
Snowflakes?
HHHH
Holly Bourne, 400pp,
9781474933612, £7.99 pbk
Olive Newman is a British teenager
of sixteen. She has a mental health
condition which she does not wish to
have specifically defined, but which
has serious effects on Olive. It causes
her to make a bed under her desk at
home and refuse to sleep anywhere
but there. It also causes Olive to
experience violent mood swings from
ecstasy to deep depression and selfloathing.
Her doctor invites Olive to go to
a new camp for teenagers, which
is on trial because it has not yet
been officially licensed. When the
licence is granted, the centre will
charge thousands of pounds for an
admission. In this situation Olive can
attend Camp Reset for free. Olive
agrees to go to the camp.
The novel poses the questions
whether attendance at the camp will
make Olive better or worse, and what
kinds of people will she meet there?
For the most part, Bourne presents
a readable account of an important
subject. Olive does eventually learn
the nature of her difficulty. The first
person narrative gives the reader the
opportunity to look at life through the
eyes of a person with that specific
difficulty, a valuable though not
necessarily a comfortable reading
experience.
But at certain points Bourne’s own
experience, valuable as it is to inform
her narrative, obstructs the flow of the
story and masks the importance of
the characters. The publisher explains
that Bourne has direct experience
of working with young people who
have mental health issues. At certain
points in the book the accounts of the
treatment take hold of the narrative
and obstruct its flow. At one point it
reads more like a text book than a
novel. This single defect detracts from
what is otherwise an excellent novel.
RB

Hope Is Our Only Wing

HHH
Rutendo Tavengerwei, Hot Key
Books, 243pp, 978 1 4714 0686 7,
£6.99 pbk
This debut novel focuses on two
Zimbabwean teenagers, Shamiso
and Tanyaradzwa, battling their
personal demons. Shamiso’s father
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was a political journalist, intent on
exposing corruption and murdered
by the government as a result.
Tanyaradzwa is fighting to survive the
aggressive cancer which threatens to
take her life.
The two girls meet in a private
boarding school which is used by
the author as a microcosm of the
country’s ills, thus making them
both personal and national. Shamiso
seeks to isolate herself in order to
protect her identity but Tanyaradzwa’s
determination to forge a friendship
between them slowly breaks down
Shamiso’s reserve, opening her again
to the compassion and empathy
which she had banished from her life
after the death of her father.
There is a real attempt to introduce
the reader to the political dysfunction
in Zimbabwe, as Shamiso realises
that her father’s friend Jonathan is
taking up the baton which her father
carried. He succeeds in exposing the
government but loses his life in the
process. However, this germinates a
seed of hope in the narrative-others
will fight on to see justice done and
some of them will succeed. This is
paralled by Tanyaradzwa’s struggles
as she survive a dangerous operation
to remove the cancer which is about
to kill her.
There is much to admire in this
book-there is sometimes a rawness
in the written style as Tavengerwei
strives for poetic imagery which
does not always work. The narrative
line is often choppy and perhaps
more careful editorial shaping would
benefit what must surely be a second
book from this new author. VR

Child I

HHHH
Steve Tasane, Faber & Faber, 186pp,
978 0 571 33783 5, £6.99 pbk
A chewed apple-core, thrown away
into a rubbish bin by a Guard –
that’s a present to treasure on your
tenth birthday. A single white stork’s
feather, saved from the sludge and
stink of the Camp, is beyond price; you
can tuck a feather behind your ear,
tickle someone under the chin with
it, dream of using it as a quill pen. If
you own nothing, you make the most
of what you can find. The children
in Steve Tasane’s refugee camp do
just that. They have no parents, no
home but a rickety wooden shack,
no regular food. There is no room
for more than a few children each
day at the Camp school, where they
can’t understand the language of
instruction anyway. They have no
documents, no passports, no names.
The Guards identify the children by
letters. Child E and his sister, Child L,
are the friends of our narrator, Child
I – the boy who found the apple-core.
They share the hut – until it’s bulldozed into the mud. The new Youth
Club, built by volunteers, is flattened
too. “For your own good,” they are
told. Conditions are a danger to

health, a threat to life. Refugees can’t
fight Guards armed with clubs, rubber
bullets, tear gas and water bazookas.
E and L lose their only link to their
past and their family – a photo album
– as the wreckage of their shed is
churned into the mud.
Tasane makes no attempt to locate
his Camp in a specific place. We are
not somewhere like the razor-wired
reception centre on the northern
coast of Australia, crowded with
long-term Rohinga refugees from
Myanmar in Zana Fraillon’s The Bone
Sparrow. We don’t witness anything
like the shipwreck and drowning of
refugees from Ghana as they attempt
to cross the Med. to Spain in Yaba
Badoe’s A Jigsaw of Fire and Stars.
As a consequence, Child I gains in
universality to become more of a
fable than a novel drawing directly
on contemporary wars or politics;
Tasane’s choice means there are
losses too, for a real-world context
makes for convincing and horrifying
reading when we can see it echoed
on TV news bulletins.
Tasane insists, though, that “all
the events described in this story are
real events which have happened to
real children in real camps across the
world, in recent months” – though
his optimistic conclusion in which
an aid worker (named Charity) drives
a double-decker bus crowded with
children through a gap in the Camp’s
fence to take a road which is “always
going forward” sadly doesn’t read like
a plausible factual event in those realworld camps. Tasane might well say
that something like this did happen
– but it’s hard for an informed reader
to credit. In an afterword (which is
expanded in information supplied to
reviewers), he tells us that his impulse
to write this short book (around
20,000 words, attractively spaced on
the page) was very personal. He is the
son of a refugee, his father having fled
from Estonia after World War II. When
Tasane was only 4, his father left
his wife and their four sons. Tasane
has never forgotten the sense of life
being broken – his home, his cultural
identity. He defined himself as a boy
who had free school meals, sneered
at by his fellow pupils. His “shattered
upbringing” now prompts his empathy
with the broken lives of young refugee
children. He is clearly moved not only
by the suffering, but also – despite
everything - the creativity, the need
to belong, to be nurtured, the longing
to laugh and play. Above all, the
generosity and compassion these
children show towards each other.
Such are the qualities which may well
remain in the thoughts of readers of
Child I. GF

A Sky Painted Gold

HHHHH
Laura Wood, Scholastic, 385pp,
9781407180205,£7.99 pbk
This is a wonderful evocation of the
latter end of the ‘Roaring twenties’. A
period when Art Deco was the height
of fashion, girls bobbed their hair and
those who could afford it partied until
they dropped. Life for Lou Trevelyan is
very different from this; she lives with
her large family on a Cornish farm and
the most exciting event on the horizon
is her sister Alice’s wedding. Lou’s
favourite activity is to swim out to the
nearby island and wander around the
large Cardew mansion, which has
been empty for several years and
relish being alone. Then one day the
owner Robert Cardew and his sister
Caitlin arrive, complete with a large
house party of ‘bright young things’.
Lou gradually gets drawn into this
glamourous lifestyle and this causes
friction with her sister Alice; however
she soon finds that there are some
very dark undercurrents to the lifestyle
she sees and life becomes very
complex. Added to this is her growing
attraction to Robert, who is only in
his early twenties and yet seems a
world away in his sophistication. This
turns out to be a summer that Lou will
never forget.
I started this book with some
trepidation, because I had enjoyed
Laura’s books for younger readers,
but I have to say that she has
surpassed herself with this story. It is
truly magical in the way it transports
us back to that golden period between
the wars, before the depression
and the threat from Germany began
to rear its head. It is a story about
family in its different forms and about
the fragility of the human spirit, but it
is also about our ability to overcome
adversity and forge a new path. The
characters face many challenges,
from racism and gay relationships to
mental health and financial issues,
but they find that real friendship can
be a tremendous support and can
help them find their way through.
Lou is a delightful heroine who never
totally succumbs to the bright lights,
but always maintains the common
sense of her family and her own
down to earth attitudes. This really
is a wonderful book and fits in with
those titles such as The Great Gatsby,
Jeeves and Wooster and the Poirot
novels of Agatha Christie. It is highly
recommended for the upper end of
secondary school. MP
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Classics in Short No.130 Brian Alderson
No Infant Phenomenon in this Peep Behind the Scenes
My mother was a Victorian – just –
as would have been her friends unless,
in laggardly fashion, they crept in as
Edwardians. Thus, a good few years ago
now, I had the notion of inquiring among
those that I met what they remembered
of their childhood reading. It was
hardly a scientific survey and tended to
produce indeterminate answers about ‘a
nice blue book with beautiful pictures’,
but the most specific and several times
repeated recollection was of a volume
whose author had been forgotten but
whose lachrymose pleasures were still
affectionately remembered.
This was A Peep Behind the Scenes.
by the certainly not easily remembered
Mrs O.F. Walton, first published in 1877.
It came from the Religious Tract Society, a
source of consistent bestsellers for children
throughout the nineteenth century and by
the time of my mother’s childhood the
book was, as one critic put it, ‘at home
in half the nurseries of England’. Indeed
– regularly remembered for its title rather
than its author – it continued in print
throughout the twentieth century. (I have
a paperback copy from the Lutterworth
Press, modern successor to the RTS, dated
1990.)
The story twines together two themes
which combine in its very first chapter.
Here we meet Rosalie, ‘about twelve years
of age’, who is taking care of her sick
mother in the unwholesome dwelling of a
fairground caravan. Her father, who sleeps
in other similar quarters, is the proprietor
of a travelling theatre, moving with his
troupe from one fair venue to another
along with a variety of accompanying
popular attractions and sideshows.
The giddy act
that brought this about is soon revealed as
‘Mammie’ tells her daughter how she had
left her well-to-do family to run off with
an actor – charmed by a wholly deluded
vision of the romance of the stage. Both
his wife and, later, Rosalie joined him
on the travelling theatre as performers,
exhausting themselves on a never-ending
tour which yielded no pleasure and almost
no reward. (There’s no sign of a critical
take on Mr Crummles’s outfit in Nicholas
Nickleby.) For the first time Rosalie hears
of the family that had rejected her and is
entrusted by her dying mother with the
only evidence that she has been able to
preserve of her former status
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mother, neither attentive to any religious
experience or understanding, encounter a
friendly visitor who presents them with an
illustrated text of the parable of the Good
Shepherd and its words that ‘there is joy
among the angels of God over one sinner
that repenteth’.
From that point
those words and their message of salvation
are a theme that runs parallel to the events
of the story. Rosalie not only finds a comfort
in their barely understood connotation but
becomes an infant prosyletizer for their
efficacy. They form a kind of running
sermon whose sentiment lies behind her
colloquies with the variegated characters
whom she encounters on the road: a
cottager who gives her milk, a girl who,
like Mammie, had fled from home to join
a circus and was bitterly regretting it, a
dwarf (from the Royal Show of Dwarfs),
later to become a significant character for
good in Rosalie’s final adventure, and even
Toby, a helper in the theatre, who drives
Rosalie’s caravan.
For the first half of the story,
up to Mammie’s death we follow the
caravan on its journeyings and its tawdry
theatricals. (Their content and character
must be taken on trust for Mrs Walton
vouchsafes no information as to what
actually goes on in the scenes behind
which we are peeping.) In a chapter called
‘Vanity Fair’ however we follow Rosalie as
she wends an unfamiliar way among the
many entertainments and sideshows and
we glimpse an unexpected fascination
that the scene is exerting upon our author
herself.)
Following Mammie’s death
‘a dark time’ descends upon Rosalie (not
that times had been very bright before).
Her father dies after a drunken night
out, having recently married again, and
her stepmother, a lodging-house keeper,
determines to pack her off to the workhouse since she is too frail to do a good
day’s work. Thus, without money, and
uncertain of where she is going, but still
safeguarding her ‘heirloom’, she sets forth,
eventually to find her eucatastrophe with
a loving and caring aunt.
This variant of the Victorian ‘waif’
story
is though entwined by its author with
those more purposeful pieties that are
also with us from our first visit to the
caravan. It is then that the girl and her

A hundred and twenty years on,
with the tide of faith almost gone out
beyond the horizon, it is not so easy to
judge how far the joyous tears first wept
over A Peep Behind the Scenes by those
early readers were wept through a sense
of the fulfilment of the promise of the
parable or through Rosalie’s final success
in negotiating the many difficulties that
beset her. In all probability a contemporary
reader will not only skip the sermonizing
(Mrs Walton was the wife of an Anglican
minister) but will do so because of a gross
sentimentality inimical to our present
times. The story though, round which the
parable is twined, retains a momentum,
much aided by Coincidence, which has
power to move. One wonders if the
same will be true of today’s moral tales,
surviving, if they do, ‘without benefit of
clergy’.
A Peep Behind the Scenes is published
by 1st World Library 978-1421804750,
£7.75 pbk
Brian Alderson is founder of the
Children’s Books History Society
and a former Children’s Books Editor for
The Times. His book The Ladybird Story:
Children’s Books for Everyone,
The British Library, 978-0712357289,
£25.00 hbk, is out now.

