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EDITORIAL 
 
I have always loved history. Visiting my mother’s 
home in Scotland, there was the cannonball fired 
through the front door by General Monck’s army as 
it marched north to quell the Royalists. History was 
made up of such colourful incidents in real life – 
and the dates (so hated by many school children) 
that had to be learned by heart, were the 
framework on which to hang them. In fact, I think I 
learned most of my history through stories – 
whether the novels of such as Rosemary Sutcliff, 
Ronald Welch and Jane Oliver – or through the 
works of H.E. Marshall, where fact certainly 
became story; the story we wanted to believe was 
our history, peopled with heroes and hope. It can 
be a shock to learn that some of our heroes have 
feet of clay! 

Clive Barnes, in his humorously reflective article, 
looks at this question – why read about history? 
What are we, the readers, looking for? Is it 
important? Taking up cudgels for the historical 
novel, Dawn Finch picks up the theme in her report 
of a panel discussion hosted by the Histeria Group 
– a group of children’s authors who write in this 
genre. Here the panellists focused very much on 
why an author should choose to write about – or 
set a novel – in the past, and the place such books 
have in the marketplace. 

At present there is a resurgence in the historical 
novel for young readers. After falling into the 
doldrums it is once more popular – as it used to be 

in the past. One of the most notable authors in the 
early twentieth century, was G.A. Henty. A prolific 
writer, his books enjoyed such titles as With 
Kitchener in Soudan (1903) and St George for 
England: A Tale of Cressy and Poitiers (1885). Once 
famous, he is now almost forgotten. Rachel 
Johnson throws light on this author, while Mary 
Hoffman writes about her own experiences as a 
writer of historical novels aimed at young adults 
and children.  

Roald Dahl might be an unlikely candidate as a 
writer in the historical genre. June Swain in 
reviewing his The Wonderful Story of Henry Sugar 
and Six More (1977) discovers it to be imbued with 
a sense of history – the stories, curious facts that 
have inspired the imagination of that master 
storyteller, and his own past experiences which are, 
of course, history. 

Whether recounted as ‘fact’ or embedded in 
fiction, the events of the past fascinate. Ann Lazim 
has been researching the history of the suffragette 
movement and, in particular, how it has been 
reflected in books written for children. Her review 
is in part ‘historical’ – many of the titles she quotes 
are no longer in print, but she brings us right up to 
the present with books published today. Writing 
the past continues to attract authors; the historical 
novel is definitely not history. 

Ferelith Hordon 
` 
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Children’s Historical Fiction in Ten (+1) Quotes 
Clive Barnes 

1. ‘History is more or less bunk’: Henry Ford 
As good a place as any to start. Children’s historical fiction has never been that popular 
with readers or critics. It’s had its days, of course. The library of any self-respecting 
middle-class English household at the beginning of the twentieth century would have 
had a good shelf of G.A. Henty. And what a gap there would be in the Carnegie Medal 
winners from 1954–1980 if all the historical novel winners were ruled out. But where 
were the historical novels in the Carnegie of Carnegies top ten list of all-time medal 
winners in 2007, only Robert Westall’s The Machine Gunners (1975) getting in? 

What’s the problem? Too many facts? Too much like school? Some critics have always 
worried about didacticism in historical fiction and, from Harvey Darton onwards, there 
was nothing worse in children’s fiction than the prospect of learning something. Gallop 
on another 60 years or so and enter literary theory, the revelation of the separation of 
language from the material world, and cultural relativism. What’s interesting about a 
genre that is essentially realistic? And how can we write about the past without our 
own contemporary views and assumptions distorting it? 

‘Won’t historical fiction just disappear?’ John Stephens might have asked in 1992, in his 
ground-breaking critical study Language and Ideology in Children’s Fiction. What he 
actually wrote was: ‘A highly technological and extremely acquisitive society, with 
great personal mobility and information resources, tends to look, if it looks at all, 
elsewhere for the exotic than in a past which seems scientifically ignorant and 
technologically undeveloped’ (pp.203–204). Even 1992 now seems just that way, no 
smartphones, Facebook, or YouTube: how quickly the present becomes the past. 
Anyway, it’s a brave statement but maybe a bit foolhardy. Step up Hilary Mantel’s Wolf 
Hall (2010) or George R.R. Martin’s Game of Thrones (1996) (medieval power struggles 
dressed up with dragons) or even Jennifer Worth’s Call the Midwife (2011). Not written 
for children, but continuing evidence of the fascination of the past. And when we read 
about the past are we just looking for ‘the exotic’? 

2. ‘The Beastly Best Bits: The Executioner’s Cut, Straight to the Bone, 
Only the Most Murderous Moments in History’: Horrible Histories 
Talking of the exotic appeal of history …. Weirdly, just a year after Stephens’ prediction 
of the end of history, Terry Deary’s Horrible Histories were launched, to become the 
most popular children’s history series ever in Britain. And it was based exactly on how 
different – bloodier, smellier, nastier, stupider, crazier, more disgusting (indeed how 
much more ignorant and undeveloped) the past was than the present. And ‘teachers 
love ‘em because they’re stuffed with TRUE facts’. Did Scholastic make that distinction 
between TRUE facts and all the other kind of facts even before Trump, I wonder? 

Or maybe, in a sense, it is actually fiction. For, by leaving out ‘the boring bits’, you 
necessarily create a particular view of the past. You might think, too, that Horrible 
Histories imply a possibly perfect present. Except, translated into a TV comedy sketch 
programme that jumps joyfully from the Stone Age to suffragettes, it seems to stress 
more the abiding absurdity of human behaviour. 

Well, there are many here among us who feel that life is but a joke. 

3. ‘Those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat it’: 
George Santayana 
Now that’s a scary thought for readers of Horrible Histories (and even scarier for those 
who don’t read them). It taps into what I believe to be a crucial aspect of historical 
fiction, whether for adults or children, but especially for children: its educative 

HISTORICAL 
BOOKS 

 

 



4 

function. Yes, it’s literature. Yes, you can enjoy it. And yes, you might learn from it. 
There isn’t any necessary contradiction. 

And learn not just about the particular material differences of another time and place 
(for a different time implies a different place, see 6), but different ways of looking at 
the world and what you might learn from them. 

And it’s always been the case. All those recent books about the First World War for 
children, aren’t they intended to convince their readers of the horrors of war? Henty 
and his imitators a century before, entirely to the contrary, wrote about war to 
convince children (boys) of the adventure, honour and glory to be won in serving your 
country. Different times, different messages; and, for better or worse, both using an 
argument from history. 

       
 
Santayana implies a view of the past as not just different but disastrous. Otherwise, 
why would we be ‘condemned’ to repeat it? But, for some children’s writers and 
readers, the past is a rather magical place. A misty rural nostalgia bedews some classic 
titles: Philippa Peace’s Tom’s Midnight Garden (1958) and Lucy Boston’s The Children of 
Green Knowe (1954). Not strictly historical fiction but certainly about the relationship 
of the present and the past. And how many of the books about the First World War still 
suggest that soldiers went straight from the sunlit Edwardian countryside of Kenneth 
Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows (1908) to the trenches: a version of a lost Downton 
Abbey Eden? When mostly they went from the cities where the majority of the 
population lived by then. 

4. ‘If History were taught in the form of stories it would never be 
forgotten’: Rudyard Kipling 
Kipling, and Puck of Pook’s Hill (1906), as the founding father of a strain of British 
twentieth-century children’s historical literature, turning away from Henty’s imperial 
wars toward English names and English places. Folky yes but also ordinary and 
immigrant, waves of early invaders becoming one people, and so on to Rosemary 
Sutcliff on the conservative road, and Geoffrey Trease and Robert Leeson on the 
radical. 

But what might Kipling be getting at here? What’s the difference between history and 
stories? Not much say some. Isn’t history a selected version of the past, arranged with 
characters and a plot? Even eyewitness accounts of contemporary events are 
unreliable. Everyone has an axe to grind. Memory is selective. Subjectivity is piled on 
subjectivity. We always look back from where we are and the landscape is different 
from there. So is history really a form of fiction? 

Not quite. The past happened and is unalterable (leaving out time machines). In some 
situations, the circumstances of the past may be unclear. As Wellington said of the 
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chaotic battle of Waterloo: ‘It is impossible to say when each important occurrence 
took place, or in what order’. But that was a battle and even then, finally, it was clear 
who’d won. A large amount of who did and said what in the past is clear and 
uncontroversial. But the study of history is speculation about ‘the how’ and ‘the why’ 
and what it means. And the evidence has to be cited (so that someone else can go and 
check it’s right) and arranged as a convincing argument. And it’s never the final word. 
Someone will disagree, often violently. Does anyone remember David Baddiel and 
Robert Newman’s history professor sketches in the 1990s? That’s your past that is! 

But a story is a story, it doesn’t have footnotes. It doesn’t need to discuss (writing on 
both sides of the paper), give space to opposing arguments or acknowledge other 
possibilities. It can create an illusion of events unfolding as they might have done. And 
it isn’t confined to selecting from evidence, it can make things up and leave things out, 
fill in gaps, create new people and new events – and have a time machine, as long as 
it’s used only to get you there and back (see 5).  

Back to Kipling, it can grip its audience as only a story can. It can give us more of a 
sense of being in the past than history itself. So – 

5. ‘The past is really almost as much a work of the imagination as the 
future’: Jessamyn West 
Yes, and no. Yes, because creating the illusion of a living past requires at least as much 
ingenuity as creating a fantasy world and, like any good fantasy, it has to respect the 
rules of that world, its limits and possibilities. The difference being that, with historical 
fiction, the limits and possibilities are, to a greater or lesser extent, set for you. 
Particularly the limits of the material world. So no, you can’t have a television in the 
corner of a sixteenth-century room, and sit on a sofa and eat crisps, that’s fantasy. And 
you can’t drink coffee or tea in Britain before the seventeenth century, that’s poor 
research (unless you are very clear about how you are enabled to do something that 
most other people can’t and don’t). 

Cultural and social life, how people in the past related to one another and what they 
believed, are necessarily rather more malleable …. 

6. ‘The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there’: L.P. 
Hartley 
Surely the most famous quote about the past, and deservedly so. It suggests so much. 
The difficulty of understanding a different way of seeing the world and behaviour. The 
past is a place with its own way of talking and customs, and you come to it as a 
bemused outsider. You cannot be part of it as a native can. And yet it is not entirely 
another planet, you can visit it as a traveller (or in memory, as Leo does in The Go-
Between (1953), perhaps with a guide and a phrase book (or, in Leo’s case, the benefit 
of hindsight), you can note the differences and the similarities with your own way of 
life, the way it confirms and confounds your expectations. 

The relationship between past and present and the idea of the visiting traveller is the 
stuff of all historical fiction, but perhaps especially children’s historical fiction. The 
time-slip story, if not invented by writers for children, has been their especial preserve. 

There is a question generally for writers of historical fiction: how to depict opinions and 
practices in the past that now seem at best reprehensible and at worst barbaric, but 
were a characteristic of their time. Can you portray a slave holder as honourable, 
principled and even heroic? US presidents Washington and Jefferson both owned 
slaves. Can you conceive of a sympathetic Roman character who enjoys games at the 
amphitheatre in which people and animals are routinely slaughtered? This is possible 
for a nimble adult writer for an adult audience: witness Hilary Mantel’s rehabilitation of 
Thomas Cromwell, while taking down Thomas More (Wolf Hall). But for a children’s 
writer, surely there has to be some hand holding? 
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7. ‘Fiction is obliged to stick to possibilities. Truth isn’t’: Mark Twain 

     
 
The best hand-holder writing historical fiction for children presently must surely be 
Kevin Crossley-Holland. And he does it by going boldly where it is historically dangerous 
to go. Books about a Viking girl, who leaves home and travels across Europe to find her 
father in Constantinople and then sets off on campaign with him in Bracelet of Bones 
(2011) and Scramasax (2012). Surely this is historically implausible? Would a young 
woman in Viking times have such freedom? And yet such is Crossley-Holland’s 
knowledge of his subject, the detail he has at his fingertips, and the careful way in 
which he shows that Solveig’s journeys are dependent, as they would have been, on 
male permission and assistance, make it entirely credible. And, as in his Arthur trilogy 
(The Seeing Stone (2000), At the Crossing Places (2001), King of the Middle March 
(2003)), Crossley-Holland uses the cross-cultural (is there a word for bridging times that 
is not timeless?) notion of children seeing things differently from adults (and women 
from men) as a means of creating critical viewpoints for a modern child reader within 
the stories. 

    
And the point of the Twain quote is that it is always dangerous to give way to 
generalities or current orthodoxy (the plausibility of fiction) when thinking about 
human behaviour, especially in the past. Sometimes fiction can anticipate the general 
public’s perception of history. Anyone watching the recent David Olusoga’s Black and 
British: A Forgotten History (BBC Two, 2016) might have been astonished by the 
continuing black presence, but less so if they had read Marjorie Darke’s trilogy from 
the 1970s and 1980s tracing the descendants of a freed slave in twentieth-century 
England (The First of Midnight (1977), A Long Way to Go (1978), Comeback (1982)). Or 
Bob Leeson’s trilogy from the same period (Maroon Boy (1973), Bess (1974), The White 
Horse (1977)). But then … 
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8. ‘History isn't about dates and places and wars. It's about the people 
who fill the spaces between them’: Jodi Picoult 
It can be about both. And surely the greatest historical novel, Leo Tolstoy’s War and 
Peace (1869) is about both. But, as Picoult says, the interest in the novel is in the 
largely invented characters whose lives are affected by the great events. Not to say you 
can’t write novels about the movers and shakers: Wolf Hall again. And there much of 
the interest is in the political machinations themselves: as if we don’t know the 
outcomes and there is everything to risk and play for still. A brilliant example of the 
way that history can be made to live in a novel. 

Children’s historical fiction used to concern itself with famous men [sic] but now largely 
doesn’t. From the twentieth century, whether written from a left, liberal or 
conservative viewpoint, it’s been about ordinary people, sometimes caught up in 
extraordinary events, but sometimes just making their own way in another time. 
A movement in literature that seems to move in parallel and sometimes crosses with 
the development of social history in the academic discipline. 

9. ‘Facts get their importance from what is made of them in 
interpretation … for interpretations depend very much on who the 
interpreter is, who he or she is addressing, what his or her purpose is, 
at what historical moment the interpretation takes place’: Edward Said 
Literature, like the study of history itself, is concerned with interpreting the past, and, 
arguably, has greater freedom to do so. As John Stephens noted back in 1992, historical 
fiction has a high ideological component. He didn’t think that was necessarily healthy. 
Yet it has meant that children’s historical fiction has been a means of discussing social 
and political questions with young people in a way that, for a long time, children’s 
books set in the present rarely tackled.  

And this discussion moves with the priorities of the time in which it is written. It can be 
no accident that after the Second World War, which marked the end of empire, so 
many historical writers for children turned inward to look at English history and, in the 
1960s and 1970s, to bring contemporary concerns with racial justice and feminism into 
their books. And, more recently, children’s historical fiction has moved out into the 
wider world again. Perhaps most strikingly in its consideration of aspects of past 
contacts with the Islamic world: Elizabeth Laird’s Crusade (2007) or Kevin Crossley-
Holland’s Arthur trilogy and Gatty’s Tale (2006)) (again, he really is remarkable). 

10. ‘I'm interested in the way in which the past affects the present and I 
think that if we understand a good deal more about history, we 
automatically understand a great more about contemporary life’: Toni 
Morrison 
It seems to me that children’s historical fiction is more about heritage than it is about 
history proper. There is an element of heritage in any consideration of history. What is 
of interest in the past is what it reveals about the present, what it tells us about who 
we are (or who we think we are). This is sometimes a conscious process (I will write 
about the enslavement of Africans because black rights are an issue now), but it 
doesn’t need to be. It’s just that what concerns us about the present political and social 
shape of the world naturally feeds back into historical preoccupations. 

We look for a history that enlightens our contemporary view of the world. And this can 
be contentious. Witness the campaigns to remove the Rhodes memorial from Oxford 
University or to rename the Colston Hall in Bristol. These are not so much arguments 
about what actually happened, but about who and what we should honour from the 
past. And if we look back at the history of children’s historical fiction, and those other 
children’s fictions that deal with the relationship of past and present, this is almost 
always a primary consideration, implicitly or explicitly. It is part of a dialogue in which 
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adults set out the shape of the world for children: of what they think is good and 
honourable and what is false and destructive. The questions that have faced people in 
the past, the questions that face us now and those that face us in the future are as 
much a continuum as they are a series of disjunctions. 

11. ‘History is, in a sense, a story, a narrative of adventure and of 
vision, of character and of incident. It is also a portrait of the great 
general drama of the human spirit’: Peter Ackroyd 
A proper subject for literature … 

Children’s and young adult books cited 
Boston, Lucy. The Children of Green Knowe (1954). London: Faber & Faber. 
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–– The Seeing Stone (2000), At the Crossing Places (2001), King of the Middle March 

(2003) (Arthur trilogy). London: Orion. 
–– Gatty’s Tale (2006). London: Orion. 
Deary, Terry (illus. Martin Brown). The Beastly Best Bits: The Executioner’s Cut (Horrible 

Histories) (2013). London: Scholastic. 
Darke, Marjorie. The First of Midnight (1977), A Long Way to Go (1978), Comeback 

(1982) (trilogy). Harmondsworth: Kestrel. 
Grahame, Kenneth (illus. E.H. Shepard). The Wind in the Willows (1908). London: 
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Hartley, L.P. The Go-Between (1953). London: Hamish Hamilton. 
Kipling, Rudyard. Puck of Pook’s Hill (1906). London: Macmillan. 
Laird, Elizabeth. Crusade (2007). Basingstoke: Macmillan Children’s Books. 
Leeson, Robert. Maroon Boy (1973), Bess (1974), The White Horse (1977) (trilogy). 

London: Collins. 
Peace, Philippa. Tom’s Midnight Garden (1958). Oxford University Press. 
Westall, Robert. The Machine Gunners (1975). Basingstoke: Macmillan Children’s 

Books. 
[Clive Barnes is a retired children’s librarian, a member of the IBBY UK committee and 
of the International Research Society for Children’s Literature. He writes reviews and 
articles for the online magazine Books for Keeps and has published articles on aspects 
of the history of children’s literature, particularly historical fiction, the latest of which,  
‘A View of War and Soldiering in the Carey Novels of Ronald Welch’, is published in 
Children’s Literature in Education (47(4), 2015). His other work can be found at his 
newish website (www.lookingback.uk). He apologises for the blog being so out of 
date.] 
 

Past Imperfect: A Look at Children’s Historical Fiction 
Dawn Finch 

In March 2017 the Society of Authors hosted an event from the Histeria Group; a group 
of children’s writers who are primarily writing historical fiction. The event was 
organised by Sue Reid, chair of Histeria, and the Society of Authors. The panel of 
professionals for the evening was chaired by Kevin Crossley-Holland, and consisted of 
Sarah Odedina (formerly Children’s Publisher at Bloomsbury and Hot Key, and now 
with Pushkin Children’s Books); Ruth Logan (ex-Bloomsbury and now Rights Director at 

http://www.lookingback.uk/
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Hot Key) and myself, Dawn Finch (children’s writer and librarian, Past President 
Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals (CILIP). 

The purpose of the evening was to discuss children’s historical fiction and its place in 
today’s book market. Kevin Crossley-Holland kicked us off with a quote from Hilary 
Mantel: ‘To live in the present without engaging with the past is like being a dog or a 
cat, bobbing along on a sea of egotism and ignorance.’ This set the theme for the 
evening as a large group of historical writers for children discussed the important place 
that this genre has on the bookshelves of young readers. 

Literature for children has a fascinating history, and one that firmly set out its stand at 
the beginning as being primarily for instruction and education. The first novels for 
children were largely to stop them from falling down wells or petting wolves, but even 
from the earliest days of writing specifically for young people there were histories. Of 
course, these ‘histories’ were non-fiction and the contents reserved specifically to tell 
the tale of the winning side. History was a serious business for young people and was 
treated as a lesson. 

Fiction for children boomed in the early 1800s, leaning heavily on the eighteenth-
century legacy of John Newbery and his Pretty Pocket Books, and the first children’s 
periodical, published in 1751. However, it is not really until the twentieth century that 
we start to see the rise of historical fiction for children. In the early days this is still 
written by the victors and is instructive. It is as late as the twentieth century before we 
see the meteoric rise of historical fiction that is specifically written for children. 

As a children’s writer and children’s book professional (aka librarian!) I have long had a 
fascination with trends in fiction. Working with children’s books for around 30 years 
I have had the chance to note the ebb and flow of certain trends, and to look back and 
see if there are patterns. If we look back across the last century, roughly mapping the 
trends in children’s fiction, it is perhaps no surprise to discover that trends in children’s 
fiction roughly follow those in adult fiction. 

As I don’t want to clutter this piece with endless trend-mapping, I will concentrate just 
on trends in historical fiction. Looking back to sales and trends over the last century it is 
clear that these are greatly influenced by external factors such as political and social 
upheaval. During times of economic boom and prosperity, people buy more fantasy 
books and romance. During times of economic decline and austerity, people buy more 
history and science fiction. In fact there are some who suggest that these genres are, in 
fact, born of those times. Of course science fiction is heavily linked to aspirational 
dreams of scientific possibility, but it is also linked to times when people are most likely 
to be dissatisfied with their lot on earth. 

Historical fiction always has a boost in sales and a rise in fashion during times of great 
social uncertainty or economic slump. Some have suggested that this is because, in 
times of uncertainty, readers will reach for the solidity of history. Personally I feel that 
there is also an element of yearning in these trends, a nostalgic pull to a time when 
things were different. It is certainly interesting that the two periods most known for 
giving us the finest historical fiction writers for children are the periods between the 
two world wars, and in the late 1940s just after the end of the Second World War. Both 
periods of huge uncertainty and change for young people and their families, and both 
peaks of historical fiction. 

We have Geoffrey Trease to thank for dragging historical fiction away from being 
simply the mouthpiece of the victors, and in turn we can thank him for the hugely 
challenging historical fiction that we have today. With the publication of Bows against 
the Barons in 1934 we have a book that throws out the rigid (and somewhat racist) 
preoccupation with showing our empire driven past. Instead we have a book that is 
meticulous in its historical detail, but with a lavish plot and strong character 
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engagement. This was, arguably, the first book to take us down the path that we are on 
today – one where historical fiction is no longer just a lesson, it is an adventure. 

Why is this important? Why do we want children to read historical fiction anyway? This 
is a question we asked ourselves on the panel, and the answer is simple – because it’s 
great! Historical fiction speaks to us of a time long past, and helps us to better 
understand who we are and why we are here. It supports our empathy of other times 
and other places, and allows us to see the past through our own eyes. 

I asked Sue Reid why she thinks historical fiction is important. She told me, ‘it’s a great 
way to inspire children to study history. History is full of fascinating stories. For myself, 
it was historical fiction that got me interested in history. It was very badly taught at my 
secondary school, long lists of dates with no real context as to why they were 
important’. 

I think that this is an essential point – context is hard to get across in a modern 
classroom. How can a twenty-first century child fully understand what life was like in 
Roman Britain? Well, by reading Rosemary Sutcliff books of course – and today we 
have many more books of historical fiction from this period that will allow a child to 
immerse themselves in the time period. 

Children’s writer, Ally Sherrick (Black Powder, 2016) says, ‘For me, if it’s well done, 
historical fiction offers a vital bridge to young readers in their quest to make sense of 
the present and how they might act to change it for the better.’ 

I think that this is another key point – historical fiction not only shows us the 
differences between us and the people of the past, but the similarities. As we meet and 
subsequently understand the characters, we also empathise with them and their 
situation. Understanding the past does help us fight the proverbial doom of repeating 
it. 

This was a vital point supported at the Histeria event by Sarah Odedina who said that 
historical fiction ‘must humanise history’, and that ‘for a ten year old, something that 
happened even twenty years ago is unimaginable’. She drew attention to the fact that 
historical fiction can ‘show political realities in an apparently safe and distant past. It 
has a role in mediating the present through the past’. 

We talked about what this all means for the writers of historical fiction, and Ruth Logan 
made a clear point that whatever period or genre people are writing in, it must ‘open 
the imagination of the child’. The panel agreed that since the ground-breaking work of 
Geoffrey Trease, the most important point about historical fiction is that it must be 
enjoyable. Ruth Logan said that agents and publishers look for books where the ‘story 
transcends the period’. It is all about the story, and all about the believability of the 
characters who bring the period to us. 

I will leave the final quote to Kevin Crossley-Holland, who to my mind is the inheritor of 
the mantle passed down from Geoffrey Trease and through Rosemary Sutcliff. A quote 
from his wonderful book about an orphaned girl in Venice meeting the composer 
Vivaldi, Heartsong (2015) – ‘You can teach someone a skill but you can’t teach them 
spirit.’ 

This is what great historical fiction gives us. You can give a child all the factual history 
lessons in the world, but only by stepping into the period in their imagination can they 
hope to capture the spirit of the thing. 

Works cited 
Crossley-Holland, Kevin (illus. Jane Ray) (2015) Heartsong. London: Hachette Children’s 

Group. 
Sherrick, Ally (2016) Black Powder. Frome: Chicken House. 
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Trease, Geoffrey (1934) Bows against the Barons. London: Martin Lawrence. 
[Dawn Finch is a children’s author and librarian, and a children’s book expert. She is 
past president of the Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals, and 
a member of the Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators’ national 
committee. Website: www.dawnfinch.com; Twitter @dawnafinch. 

If you would like more information about joining or supporting the Histeria Group of 
historical writers for children and young people, please contact author, Sue Reid on 
sueelreid@gmail.com.] 
 

George Alfred Henty Writing the Past 
Rachel E. Johnson 

Spanning over half a century, the work of George Alfred Henty was amongst the most 
popular reading material chosen by young people, both boys and girls, in the second 
half of the nineteenth century.1 

Having spent much of his childhood as an invalid, Henty emerged in his early teens as a 
well-read boy, deeply interested in natural history and literature. He soon discovered 
that his interest, in poetry in particular, elicited mockery and potential bullying when 
he was sent to Westminster School (1847–1850/1). He remedied this situation by 
learning to box, a skill that proved useful throughout his varied life. He gained a place 
to study at Gonville and Gaius College, Cambridge, which he took up in 1852, but his 
health soon deteriorated due to overwork, necessitating a year out for recovery. Part 
of this year was spent at one of his father’s mines in Wales, where he learned about 
some aspects of mining engineering, knowledge that he used later in his novel Facing 
Death (1882), a tale set in the Welsh mining community. 

Shortly after his return to Cambridge, the Crimean War broke out and Henty and his 
brother signed up to join the troops sent out to fight. It was during this period that 
Henty began to write letters home describing the appalling conditions under which the 
soldiers were living, letters that his family offered to a local newspaper, which printed 
them, thus adding to the media campaign led by William Russell, correspondent for 
The Times newspaper, to improve conditions and stem the tide of disease sweeping 
through the army. Henty’s younger brother Frederick died of cholera shortly after 
arriving in the Crimea. Henty himself was invalided back to England in 1855.2 

Henty’s published letters marked the beginning of what was to be his subsequent 
career as war correspondent for The Standard newspaper, a career he pursued from 
1859 until 1865, by which time his health had failed. His experiences of world events, 
coupled with his interest in history, furnished the apparatus needed for the work he is 
known for, that of writing for young people based on historical events, and which he 
continued to do until his death in 1902. 

Henty’s project to ‘write the past’ was as large as his stature and his personality. He 
conceived a plan to write a story based on every major event in English history. He did 
not succeed in such an ambitious plan, but he did produce some 80 novels spanning 
the centuries between 1250 BC and 1900, from the Ancient Egyptians (The Cat of 
Bubastes, 1889), through the Romans (The Young Carthaginians, 1887), Beric the 
Briton, 1893), through to the Boer War (With Buller in Natal, 1901) and touching most 
                                                           
1 See Altick, Richard (1957)  for information on this aspect of G.A. Henty. 
2 See Henty’s novel Jack Archer (1883). 
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centuries in between. Henty’s stated intention was to teach history and to teach it 
enjoyably by inserting a youthful protagonist into any given historical situation and 
focusing the story on his (and occasionally her) exploits within the event. In the preface 
to Young Buglers (1880) Henty writes: 

I remember that, as a boy, I regarded any attempt to mix instruction with 
amusement as being as objectionable a practice as the administration of powder in 
jam; but I think this feeling arose from the fact that in those days books contained a 
very small share of amusement and a very large share of instruction. 

Henty continues, ‘I have endeavoured to avoid this.’ 

       
 
The current reading and non-reading of Henty 
Currently, Henty is rarely read by children’s literature specialists, mainly due to the 
length of his works and to his reputation as a thorough-going imperialist. The first 
objection cannot be disputed, although abridged, edited versions were published in the 
twentieth century until approximately the 1960s. The second is true in the sense that 
he was a man of his time, and his time was one of British imperial expansion. But 
reading his work yields some surprising discoveries, such as his defence of other 
cultures and especially of other faiths,3 his protagonists with mixed-race parentage,4 
and his strong female characters.5 Where Henty has undergone something of a revival 
is in the reprinting programmes based on the home-schooling movement in the USA. 
These programmes set out their rationale clearly and are designed to fit in with the 
philosophy of those to whom they market their books. As often happens with historical 
authors, their work can be commandeered to a particular agenda due to some 
elements which fit in with that agenda. Other writers have suffered the same fate. 

Why study Henty? 
In the current context of children’s literature research, the question may be asked ‘why 
study Henty’? One possible reason is his treatment of history. Henty’s stated intention 
was to provide a hero to be emulated, and to teach history. These two major purposes 

                                                           
3 Henty, G.A. (1903) With Kitchener in the Soudan: A Story of Atbara and Omdurman. London: 
Blackie & Son. 
4 For example, Dick Holland, the protagonist of The Tiger of Mysore: A Story of the War with 
Tippoo Saib. London: Blackie & Son, 1896. 
5 Notably Nita, the indisputable heroine of A Soldier’s Daughter (published posthumously in 
1906.) 
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for writing are stated in the prefaces to his stories, in which he addresses his readers.6 
Henty aimed to insert historical knowledge into stories that included historical figures 
and events. His method was to order up, from the library, half a dozen books that 
presented an account of the period in which he was interested. After thus researching 
the event from a number of angles, he dictated his story to an amanuensis.7 The speed 
with which his books were written, under a pressured contract from the publisher, 
often resulted in his narratives displaying passages of reportage in which he describes 
incidents that really happened. Given his career as a war correspondent, this slippage is 
not totally unexpected, especially when he writes about events in which he was 
present as a reporter.8 

Apart from his position as an influential writer of the past, another reason for studying 
his work lies in his construction of a youthful protagonist, usually male but not 
exclusively, which influenced not only his readers but also subsequent writers of 
literature for young people. 

Colloquially referred to as ‘the Henty hero’, it is assumed that everyone will know to 
whom this designation refers. This youthful character provided aspirational character 
traits and hope for a productive and successful future, if emulated. Once again, the 
encouragement for the reader is in the prefaces. In the preface to Sturdy and Strong, 
(1888), Henty states: 

[F]or success in life it is necessary not only to be earnest, steadfast, and true, but to 
have the faculty of turning every opportunity to the best advantage; … steadiness, 
perseverance, and determination to get on …. If similar qualities and similar 
determination are yours, you need not despair of similar success in life. 

The construct of the youthful protagonist found in Henty’s stories is the accumulated 
product of previous generations of the western construct of the child and youth. This 
figure reflects influences from the early constructs of the innocent child, whose various 
manifestations culminate in the redemptive child, through cultural exemplars such as 
the classical hero, with an emphasis on acting for the public good, to the fairy-tale hero 
whose character exhibits selflessness and compassion. The fairy-tale hero is not a 
construct usually associated with the work of G.A. Henty, although examples of this 
trope can be found in Captain Bayley’s Heir (1889) and By Sheer Pluck (1884), to name 
but two titles.9 

Finally, it is possible to trace this character through subsequent children’s literature. 
For example, in Percy Westerman’s work, the 16-year-old boy through whom 
Westerman’s stories are in most instances focalised. This youth is more predictable and 
unchanging than is the Henty protagonist. (Also, Westerman’s generally stereotypical 
portrayal of foreigners demonstrates the hardening of attitudes towards the other in 
the years leading to the First World War, 1914–1918.) 

The next obvious demonstration of the youthful protagonist is in W.E. Johns’ Biggles 
and Worrals of the WAAF, although to cite Biggles and Worrals immediately after 
Westerman is to reinforce a possible perceived divide between genres that arguably 

                                                           
6 For example, The Young Colonists (1885), Condemned as a Nihilist (1893) and Sturdy and 
Strong (1888). 
7 See biographies. 
8 For example, Out with Garibaldi (1901). 
9For a full study of the youthful hero in Henty’s work see Johnson, R.E. (2014) A Complete 
Identity: The Youthful Hero in the Work of G.A. Henty and George MacDonald. Eugene, OR: 
Pickwick Publications (Wipf & Stock). 
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does not exist, at least, not in any clear-cut form. If we consider, for example, award-
winning material such as Arthur Ransome’s Swallows and Amazons (1930) or C.S. 
Lewis’ Narnia stories (1950–1956), neither of which would immediately be categorised 
as ‘adventure’, then demonstrable parallels may be drawn in the area of the unfolding 
manifestation of the youthful protagonist. From the independent children found in 
Arthur Ransome’s books, through to Harry Potter and Alex Rider, the character traits of 
courage, honesty, integrity, and defence of the bullied or the underdog are key to the 
success of the protagonist’s (or protagonists’) undertaking, however that undertaking 
might be presented. Differences in the construct of these characters in contemporary 
children’s and young adult literature include some reluctance to undertake the task 
presented, but the same traits are foregrounded in their success. 

Conclusion 
As a writer of the past for young people, Henty’s grasp of facts and political situations 
was wide ranging. His story With Clive in India (1884) describes a political situation 
remarkably in line with a recent book on the history of India and in the same detail.10 
His perception of potential future global implications of a pre-1902 scenario in, for 
example, his discussion of the state of Europe in A Soldier’s Daughter (1906), reveal 
insights and fears about the possibly of a great conflagration that proved to be 
prophetic. His ability to impart historical knowledge, leaving aside the discussion 
concerning the fictionality of history, which time and space here do not permit, earn 
Henty a place amongst work worthy of further study, whilst further enquiry into the 
influence of Henty’s construction of an identifiable youthful character in contemporary 
works would be valuable to current and future research. Finally, I resisted putting a 
question mark at the end of the title since that small addition would need a different 
discussion, but another point to consider is ‘was Henty writing the past or was he 
always writing his present? This is a question that might be asked of all writers of the 
past. 
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The Ravenmaster’s Boy 
Mary Hoffman 

It all began with the opening image. A child, a boy of under seven, so still dressed in 
skirts, is wedged on a plague cart between the bodies of his mother and father. But he 
is alive. This horrific scene is replayed over and over again in his nightmares. 

Because Ben survives, rescued by the Ravenmaster at the Tower of London. At least he 
was called Ben right up until just before printing my novel The Ravenmaster’s Boy 
(2017), when I changed his name to Kit. The ravens were also a part of this story right 
from the beginning. I had visited the Tower and made friends with the current 
Ravenmaster, Chris Skaife, who introduced me to the birds. 

And while there I bought a book by the magnificently named Boria Sax, called City of 
Ravens. That was my first piece of research and made it clear that most of the things 
we think we know about the big black birds at the Tower are wrong! There is actually 
no evidence that they were even there before the nineteenth century, in spite of the 
stories about waiting to lap blood after executions, or fouling the Royal Astronomer’s 
telescopes in the time of Charles the Second. 

 

http://www.hentysociety.org/publications.html
javascript:handleMailto('mailto:researchcollections@worc.ac.uk');return%20false;
http://www.tyndale.cam.ac.uk/
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Nevertheless I had to have the ravens. So I did what I always do, which is to write a 
Historical Note at the end of the book explaining what I had invented and what not. I 
had decided that my hero had to be able to speak Raven. This is not particularly 
innovative: Charlie Ashanti can speak Lion in Zizou Corder’s Lion Boy trilogy; Harry 
Potter is a Parseltongue, which means he can speak Snake. 

Many heroes and heroines of children’s books have some special gift or skill and this is 
Kit’s. All this was clear in my mind before I knew exactly when his story would happen 
and what further historical research I would need to do. 

This was as far as I had got in 2013, when I first met the ravens. But shortly afterwards 
I realised that I had to tackle one of the best-known stories from English history: the 
downfall and death of Anne Boleyn. 

This well-worn path had been recently cleared and reopened by the innovative novels 
of Hilary Mantel: Wolf Hall (2009) and Bring up the Bodies (2012). I was a huge fan of 
the books and later the stage and TV adaptations. They pointed me in the right 
direction for research and made me narrow down the period for the setting of The 
Ravenmaster’s Boy to January to May 1536. 

In other words, it traces the extraordinarily rapid decline in Anne’s fortunes. We see 
her when she is still in favour with the king, shortly after Katherine of Aragon’s death 
but in a few short months she is in the Tower of London awaiting her trial. By mid-May, 
she is dead. 

How could Kit and the ravens help poor Anne Boleyn though? How could Kit’s special 
skill be used to save her? Well, the short answer was that they couldn’t. It’s one thing 
to have ravens living at the Tower centuries before we know they did. It is quite 
another to change the course of English history. I wasn’t writing the kind of alternative 
history you find in Robert Harris’s Fatherland (1992). 

How to get over that problem led to the crux of the plot. Kit and the ravens couldn’t 
save Anne but they could save someone else, someone we didn’t even know was in 
danger. That would work. But in the course of the story we had to meet some 
extremely well-known characters: Anne Boleyn herself, Henry the Eighth, Thomas 
Cromwell and Thomas Wyatt. What more is there to be said about these people? The 
answer for me was for us to see them through Kit’s eyes. He hasn’t read the history 
books that we have, or the novels, or seen the films and plays. 

Kit meets the king twice and the doomed queen many times and quickly becomes her 
champion, her ‘Raven knight’ as she calls him. My intention was to show her and the 
other characters as they appear to Kit. Remember that this was before Henry became a 
tyrannical narcissist and before anyone knew he would end up marrying six times in his 
quest for a legitimate male heir. 

In the course of the story, the king’s personality begins to change, starting that 
downward slide into intransigence and obesity. Many people now believe that he had a 
personality change after a fall from his horse in late January 1536. But most of the 
characters in my book have not caught up with that. They remember Henry as a golden 
boy, an athletic all-rounder, writer of music and poetry, a true Renaissance man. 

And they remember the old Queen Katherine and the enormous efforts the king made 
to disentangle himself from her in order to marry his new love. Under the new version 
of the king, who becomes arbitrary and unpredictable, these are dangerous views to 
hold, as Kit’s new parents are aware. In the rush of arrests that Spring, everyone is 
walking on eggshells, and to champion the queen is a very perilous path to take. 

My method for writing historical novels is always the same and probably stems from 
the fact that I have an English literature degree and gave up the study of history at 
fourteen. I create a bibliography from references found online or in other books, buy 
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some core titles and get others from the wonderful London Library of which I am a 
Country Member. 

I make copious notes, draw family trees and create timelines, all before writing a word. 
My husband describes this stage as my being like a dog turning round and round in its 
bed before settling down. When I do ‘settle down’, I go rather quiet, writing 
sustainedly every day until I have a continuous first draft. 

I then follow up all the notes I made while writing: small details that I need to check 
but don’t want to spoil the flow by breaking off and checking at the time. The second 
draft should be in good enough shape to show to someone, an expert whose opinion I 
value. For Troubadour (2009) I found a Swedish expert on trobairitz (female 
troubadours), Shakespeare’s Ghost (2016) was read by Shakespeare and folklore 
scholar Dianne Purkiss, and for The Ravenmaster’s Boy I was lucky enough to secure 
Hilary Mantel. 

She had kindly offered to read it and, when it was in a state that it could be sent to her, 
said that if she liked it she would give me a quote I could use. This now proudly sits on 
the cover of the book:  

The Ravenmaster’s Boy is a dark but charming Tudor tale – history with a twist. The 
events of May 1536 – the days of the fall of the Boleyn regime – are still cloudy and 
mysterious, and it is possible that the birds of the air know as much as the rest of us 
about what really happened and why. 

And that cover carries a specially commissioned illustration by Joe McLaren, whose 
work I first came across on the cover of Boria Sax’s City of Ravens! 

I do find that a lot changes between the first glimmer of an idea and the finished copy 
of the book. My correspondence with Hilary Mantel and her gentle query over the 
name Ben made me rethink what my protagonist should be called. I had intended it to 
be short for Benedict but the average reader might think first of Benjamin, for which 
that shortening wasn’t common until later. So Kit he became. 

And looking back over documents on my laptop in order to write this article, I discover 
that an early synopsis suggested it be the first in a series and for 8–12s. Both those 
rather crucial points have changed. I made Kit older than originally conceived and once 
I had thought of my rather magical realist ending, it was clear that his book had to be a 
standalone. [Recommended age is given by the publisher as 14+.] 

I’d still love to write a series for younger readers on the six wives of Henry the Eighth 
but the ravens belong specifically to this novel and will now return to their sleeping 
quarters at the Tower, where I shall continue to visit them from time to time and 
indulge my fascination for these clever, glamorous birds. 
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The Women’s Suffrage Movement in Children’s Fiction: 
Social Class in the Struggle for the Vote 

Ann Lazim 

2018 will see the centenary of British women over 30 getting the vote after a long 
struggle. It was another ten years before all women in this country were allowed to 
vote. In anticipation of this anniversary, Sally Nicholls has a forthcoming young adult 
novel Things a Bright Girl Can Do (2017) and Linda Newbery has revisited this subject 
with Until We Win (2017). 

The women’s suffrage movement has been the focus of several children’s novels 
published during the last 40 years. They include books by Marjorie Darke, Julie Hearn, 
Geraldine Symons, Geoffrey Trease and Jacqueline Wilson, and it’s interesting to see 
what picture they give of this significant period in British women’s history. Do writers 
focus only on the militant actions of the suffragettes or are readers also made aware of 
the less dramatic actions of the suffragists? Do any patterns emerge in the type of 
fictional characters developed, in particular friendships between women from 
privileged backgrounds and working-class women? 

My first awareness of the women’s suffrage movement came from the sequence in the 
Disney film Mary Poppins (1964), which does not appear in P.L. Travers book, where 
Mrs Banks is introduced, returning exhilarated from suffragette action, and singing the 
song ‘Sister Suffragette’ sweepingly encompassing her cook, maid and outgoing nanny 
within the ‘sisterhood’. The gap between Mrs Banks, who has time to go out and take 
part in these activities, and her servants, who remain at home taking care of her house 
and children, is plain to see. The song lyrics suggest wider involvement; for example, 
‘From Kensington to Billingsgate’ suggests that women from an upper class part of 
London and women who are market traders are involved in the movement. 

The action in Miss Rivers and Miss Bridges (1971) by Geraldine Symons takes place in 
the years just before First World War when suffragette militancy was at its height. 
Some suspension of disbelief is required when reading the story of two-boarding 
school pupils let loose in London. Atalanta reveals her plan to Pansy of smashing the 
windows of 10 Downing Street in support of the suffragette cause. The two girls have a 
remarkable amount of freedom to wander around London. Having visited 10 Downing 
Street to ‘case the joint’, the girls dress as adult women and at Atalanta’s instigation, 
Pansy puts a brick through a window. They escape, Atalanta making a leap into the 
Thames fully clothed and surviving. Having confided their exploits to Atalanta’s actress 
mother, the next action of Miss Rivers and Miss Bridges is to leap up at one of her 
performances, with her knowledge, and shout ‘votes for women’. There is a mix-up as 
there are a couple of real suffragettes there planning to do the same thing due to 
Prime Minister Asquith’s presence and they are arrested. 

Not wanting to get Atalanta’s mother into trouble, they are locked up in the police 
station until she comes to rescue them. Their meeting with the two real suffragettes 
leads to their actions being reported to Mrs Pankhurst who writes them a letter of 
thanks and sends them each a symbolic prison brooch. She acknowledges that their 
brief sojourn in a police cell would not usually merit this, but awards them ‘in 
recognition of your endurance and self-restraint during this trying ordeal’.  

In this book, the two main protagonists are from broadly similar social backgrounds, 
evidenced by their attendance at the same school. However, their parents have 
differing work backgrounds. Atalanta’s are an actress and a writer. Pansy’s parents are 
in India and she lives with her aunts. There is no comment made about why her 
parents are there, the reader is left to understand that this is quite usual. 
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In Marjorie Darke’s A Question of Courage (1975) Emily Palmer is a seamstress from a 
working-class family in Birmingham (a recognition that the movement was not entirely 
London centric). Independent minded from the start, she has saved up for a bicycle. An 
accident on this leads to her entanglement with Louise and Peter Marshall, who 
initially make her feel awkward as they are ‘high-class, with those tea-and-cucumber 
voices’. They become friends after a fashion, despite Emily’s recognition that she is 
‘Lady-in-Waiting to Queen Louise’ and ‘There was an awful lot to part them, for all that 
Louise might say. Leisure and work. Money and no money. Birth. Yes, it was a yawning 
gap all right.’ 

However, by the end of the book, a budding romance between Emily and Peter, who 
greatly admires her fighting spirit, is more than hinted at. In the intervening period, 
Emily and Louise have painted ‘Votes for Women’ on a golf course and been arrested, 
which leads to Emily being sacked and moving to London where she becomes more 
involved in the movement, is imprisoned and force-fed, having been a bodyguard for 
prominent suffragettes. The spectre of force-feeding hangs over all these novels, even 
when it is not actually inflicted on any of the characters. 

In Bring out the Banners (1994) by Geoffrey Trease, the two main protagonists are from 
different social classes. Fiona Campbell works in an office in central London, 
demonstrating the relatively new independence for young women doing this kind of 
work at that time, just prior to the First World War. She becomes friends with Lady 
‘Belle’ Isherwood. Guy Dangerfield, a journalist who is sympathetic to the suffragette 
cause, becomes friends with both women. It might be predicted that rivalry would 
ensue but this does not happen, and an afterword strongly suggests that Fiona and Guy 
will get together after the war. However, Belle uses her contacts and influence to 
ensure that Guy finds opportunities to have his book published, by getting him invited 
to the ‘at home’ of Lady Ottoline Morrell. 

Polly’s March (2004) by Linda Newbery is part of a series The Historical House, each set 
in a different time period in the same house in Chelsea. Two women move into one of 
the flats in the house and fellow resident Polly gets to know them, discovering that 
both of them are involved with the women’s suffrage movement.  

Edwina Rutherford is a suffragette who has been in Holloway Prison for attacking a 
policeman outside Buckingham Palace, been on hunger strike and forcibly fed, and at 
the beginning of the story has been released under the Cat and Mouse Act. Violet Cross 
is a suffragist, sympathetic to her friend but often exasperated with her. They explain 
the difference in tactics to Polly. This difference is something not much discussed in 
other books. Edwina and Violet are from divergent social backgrounds – it emerges 
that Edwina is a cousin of the Earl of Belmont. Violet is from East London, a fact which 
makes Polly’s mother and another neighbour Mrs Dalby recoil in horror: ‘the other one 
... is from the East End. From Bethnal Green, my dear! No doubt thinks herself a very 
clever little minx, wheedling herself into the favours of Her Ladyship up there’. 

In general, people find it hard to reconcile the idea that the two women could be 
friends, rather than Violet being a secretary or some kind of employee of Edwina’s. 
Edwina and Violet employ a maid, Kitty, and while it could be said that a maid is 
unlikely to be seen as a social equal in this situation, she is certainly treated in a fairly 
informal way. Polly later discovers that Kitty is the niece of her family’s cook, Mrs 
Parks, and realises that ‘it had never occurred to her to think about Mrs Parks’ family 
life’. Violet eventually returns to the East End to work with Sylvia Pankhurst. Their 
political differences to some extent reflect the differences in the Pankhurst family, with 
Emmeline and Christabel supporting the war effort and Sylvia being anti-war. 
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The friendship between the two women is very believably portrayed despite their 
social and political differences. The conflict between the suffragist NUWSS (National 
Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies) and the more militant WSPU (Women’s Social 
and Political Union) was not always as fierce as is sometimes thought, with many 
women belonging to both organisations, although many less militant women left the 
WSPU when their direct action escalated. 

The central character in Julie Hearn’s novel Hazel (2007) attends Kensington School for 
the Daughters of Gentlemen and she is walked there every day by a servant or by her 
father who works in the City. He is In sugar, cane sugar from the Caribbean, which 
becomes significant later in the story. Other girls at the school have fathers who are In 
chemicals, mining, docks and harbours, and property. The only exception is Octavia de 
Willoughby. ‘Octavia’s father wasn’t In anything. Out of all the girls’ fathers he was the 
only one whose wealth and title went back over ten generations. “Old Money” Hazel’s 
father called it (somewhat enviously, Hazel always thought)’.  

The novel opens very dramatically, with Hazel and her father seeing Emily Wilding 
Davison run under the King’s horse at the Derby at very close quarters. This leads to 
Hazel’s interest in and fascination with the women’s suffrage movement. Hazel takes 
an action, prompted by a brassy American girl whom she wants to impress, which leads 
to her being sent away to the Caribbean to stay with grandparents she has never 
previously met. During this stay she discovers hidden secrets about her family, related 
to race and class. 

Opal’s family in Jacqueline Wilson’s Opal Plumstead (2014) falls on hard times when 
her father goes to jail for embezzlement. A keen scholar, she leaves school and goes to 
work in the Fairy Glen sweet factory. The factory is owned by widow Mrs Roberts who 
is a suffragette and has been imprisoned for her beliefs. She is sympathetic to Opal, 
takes an interest in her and gives her more satisfying work designing gift boxes for the 
sweets sold by the factory. She also encourages her to attend WSPU meetings. 
However, the divisions brought about by differences in their class status start to show 
as Mrs Roberts is not happy when a relationship develops between Opal and her son, 
Morgan. 

Linda Newbery’s recent short novel Until We Win approaches the subject differently 
from Polly’s March. It’s told from the viewpoint of Lizzy, a girl from a working-class 
background who has a job in an insurance office and has a chance meeting with two 
suffragettes that proves life changing. Lizzy’s choice of life partner is referred to briefly 
at the end of the story. 

The acknowledgement of lesbian relationships and passionate friendships between 
women is also encompassed within Sally Nicholls’ involving novel featuring the lives of 
three women from very different backgrounds, Things a Bright Girl Can Do. The 
difficulties faced by May, who is a Quaker, and working-class Nell are not connected 
only to social class but also their different perspectives on the war. Evelyn, who is from 
a middle-class family also finds her life changed by the war. Although her own 
significant relationship is a more conventional one, the way her life turns out is also 
affected by the war and social change. 

My search for examples of how the women’s suffrage movement is represented in 
children’s and young adult fiction continues. I am aware of some American children’s 
books that focus on this theme. If readers of this article know of examples from other 
countries, please do get in touch: annlazim@googlemail.com. 
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The Wonderful Story of Henry Sugar and Six More 
June Hopper Swain 

2017 sees the fortieth anniversary of The Wonderful World of Henry Sugar and Six 
More (1977), a collection of short stories, varied in mood and content and often with a 
twist in the tail, by Roald Dahl whose centenary was celebrated in 2016. Some of these 
stories give us vivid glimpses into Dahl’s very eventful life, while others are excellent 
examples of a highly creative imagination. Either first person or autobiographical 
narratives, all are stamped with Dahl’s fluid writing style. He had already published the 
highly successful and much loved storybook for children, Danny, the Champion of the 
World (1975), while the picture book The Enormous Crocodile (1978), the first picture 
book that Quentin Blake illustrated, would follow a year later. 

While Henry Sugar, which remains in print, shares something of the trademark quirky 
humour of Dahl’s other storybooks for children, it was written for a slightly older 
readership; some of the stories, therefore, are more serious and darker in mood. In the 
first edition and its subsequent reprints there are, at the beginning of each story, to 
reflect something of its subject matter, tiny delicately decorated initial letters in black 
line by Anne Knight and an exuberant dustjacket picture in colour by Susan Shields that 
depicts a particular episode in the title story. Most of the stories, however, are strong 
on atmosphere with powerful textual imagery and can stand, perhaps on their own, 
without illustrations (although Quentin Blake did provide some lively ones for an 
edition in 2000) so that readers can create their own mental images that can, indeed, 
in some instances, linger long in the mind. 

And so it is with the first story in the collection, ‘The Boy who Talked with Animals’, 
which is set on a remote island in Jamaica. The narrator, who is spending a few days 
there, finds that, despite the natural beauty of the place, there is a ‘sinister’ 
atmosphere at his hotel and around the island generally. Moreover, he has been told 
that there are people living in the mountains who still practise voodoo. Against this 
uneasy backdrop, the story unfolds about a young English boy, David, also staying at 
the hotel with his parents, who is passionate about animals. When a huge turtle, 
caught by local fisherman, is hauled, upturned, onto the beach to be slaughtered for 
food and for its shell, David pleads with his father to save it. To everyone’s amazement, 
for the turtle has huge claws and strong jaws, David puts his arms around its neck and 
calms its obvious distress with soothing words. The turtle is spared and it returns to the 
sea. This would have been a happy ending to a story that has a strong ecological 
message. But this is a Dahl story, and the narrator tells us that he has ‘an uneasy 
feeling’ that this is not quite the end of the matter. Sure enough, the next morning 
David is missing and there are subsequent reported sightings of a young boy, far out to 
sea, riding on the back of a huge turtle. This is an unexpected and, indeed, memorable 
turn of events, and that haunting image and the narrator’s description of the island’s 
‘weird and sinister’ atmosphere generally can leave the reader wondering what, 
exactly, has actually happened. 
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In a complete change of mood, the next story in the collection, ‘The Hitch-Hiker’, is a 
humorous narrative about a man who, in his smart new BMW car, gives a lift to a hitch-
hiker whom he discovers is a pickpocket, or ‘fingersmith’ as he prefers to be called, and 
how he gets the narrator into and, ingeniously, out of trouble with the police. Dahl’s 
description of this light-fingered character creates a vivid and colourful picture: he was 
‘a small ratty-faced man with grey teeth’, his eyes ‘dark and quick and clever, like a 
rat’s eyes’ and he had long slim fingers and a jacket with huge pockets as befitted his 
profession. 

The story of ‘The Mildenhall Treasure’, earlier versions of which were first published in 
the American magazine The Saturday Evening Post in 1946, is Dahl’s dramatised 
account of the discovery in Suffolk in 1942 of a hoard of Roman silver. The man who 
found the hoard was ploughman Gordon Butcher who was ultimately cheated out of 
his rightful 100% of the treasure trove’s value by a ‘small-time agricultural engineer’ 
called Ford. The accompanying double-spread black-and-white photograph shows the 
enormity of the find, while Dahl precedes this story with a note about how he came to 
interview this publicity-shy ploughman prior to his writing the piece. This true story, 
which Dahl had originally read about in a newspaper, is brought vividly to life by his 
descriptions of the fen country with its icy ‘nor-easter’ wind ‘sweeping over the flat 
Norfolk fields’ and by his fleshing out of the two main protagonists, the honest, 
hardworking ploughman with his ‘steady blue eyes’ and Mr Ford, the villain of the 
piece with his ‘foxy-face’ and thin, sour mouth, whom Dahl had met briefly. 

One story in this collection conjures up very disturbing images. This is ‘The Swan’ that, 
with its sadistic elements, must be one of the NSPCC’s and the RSPCA’s worst 
nightmares, and disquieting reading even for adults. Here, the nearly 15-year-old Ernie, 
brought up to be violent and uncouth by an equally violent and uncouth father who 
actively encourages Ernie to poach using an unlicensed gun, goes out with a friend 
intent on a spree of bullying and downright cruelty. When they meet someone from 
their school, the frail and gentle Peter Watson, they put him through a gruelling 
physical ordeal; then he has to stand by, helpless, while they kill a swan, cut off its 
wings and attach them to Peter’s arms, after which they make him climb a high tree 
and order him to ‘fly’. At this point in a narrative that so far has been unbearably 
visceral, the supernatural takes over. 

Anthony Horowitz, in his perceptive introduction to the 2013 edition of Dahl’s The 
Complete Short Stories Volume Two 1954–1988, which includes ‘The Swan’, and is, 
interestingly, classified as adult fiction, admits to being ‘not quite sure what to make of 
“The Swan”’ and finds it ‘one of the strangest and with one of the most poetical 
endings you’ll ever come across’. Indeed, I found the ending, and it was with a terrific 
sense of relief especially in view of what had gone before, incredibly moving. 

Dahl was a very convincing storyteller and it can be difficult sometimes to decide 
whether or not a story of his is true. In the title story, ‘The Wonderful Story of Henry 
Sugar’, however, which is the longest in the collection and full of colourful imagery, 
Dahl’s key character, Imhrat Khan, was inspired by real-life Pakistani mystic Kuda Bux. 

Henry Sugar, a wealthy playboy living on inherited money, was vain and idle and intent 
on increasing his fortune. One weekend at a friend’s house Henry found an exercise 
book on the library shelf inside which was a handwritten account by a surgeon at 
Bombay General Hospital of an Indian gentleman, Imhrat Khan, who had been able to 
see without using his eyes. Khan had related to the surgeon how he had achieved this 
extraordinary feat by, ultimately, following the guidance of an Indian yogi who taught 
him body control and how to concentrate his mind. After years of concentrated effort 
to develop his ‘inner senses’, Khan’s ability to see without his eyes was achieved and 
he incorporated this feat into his conjuring act. There is a humorous, almost slapstick, 
scenario in the description of the self-promoting Khan, with eyes that had been 
copiously bandaged by the bemused surgeon and one other doctor, riding through the 
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busy Bombay thoroughfare on a bicycle to which was attached a placard advertising his 
magic show. Soon after, and just when the surgeon was beginning to realise that 
Khan’s gift could be of tremendous value to the medical world in the treatment of the 
sick, the unexpected happened: Khan died, and the surgeon was left wondering if this 
was because Khan had used his yogic powers for personal gain. When Henry Sugar, an 
inveterate gambler, finished reading the surgeon’s story, he was fired with ambition 
and greed, and decided to train himself to read the value of a playing card from its 
reverse side, one of the feats that Khan had been able to do, and thus make a lot of 
money. He succeeded, but the three years of intense yoga exercises and mind training 
affected him in ways that he hadn’t anticipated. The book’s cover, as mentioned 
earlier, is by Susan Shields and illustrates just one of the extraordinary things that 
Henry Sugar was to do: high up from his top floor flat balcony he threw all his winnings 
from gambling, which amounted to thousands of pounds, in a cascade of banknotes, 
down to an excited, and very receptive, crowd in the street below. 

In ‘Lucky Break’, the penultimate story in Henry Sugar, Dahl relates the wretched time 
spent at his boarding school in Weston-Super-Mare, on the south-west coast of 
England, where there were lots of rules that had to be obeyed; any slight deviation 
from a rule meant the thwack of the cane several times on the backside, which 
resulted in lacerations, bruising and excruciating pain. The years that followed at 
Repton public school in Derbyshire, were no less wretched. The headmaster there – 
who would later become an Archbishop of Canterbury – was just as liberal with the 
cane, while the fagging system, in which a younger boy acted as a servant to a prefect, 
resulted in more canings. 

Although Dahl does not mention it in this account, it was with these unpleasant 
experiences in mind that he gave many of the unsympathetic or sadistic grown-ups, 
who are a gallery of grotesque individuals in his children’s stories, their comeuppances, 
often at the hands of the children they victimised. This we find, for example, in both 
James and the Giant Peach (1967) and The BFG (1982), where a child has been 
orphaned and subsequently mistreated by unsympathetic adults. 

Also in ‘Lucky Break’ Dahl relates his experiences travelling in East Africa when he 
worked for the Shell Oil Company and his exploits in the RAF as a fighter pilot during 
the Second World War. He was invalided back to England due to a head injury 
sustained when his airplane had crashed in the Libyan desert some 15 months earlier, 
and after a month’s leave he was posted to Washington DC as Assistant Air Attaché at 
the British Embassy. It was a very eventful period of his life and he was still only 26 
years old. 

Dahl goes on to describe how it was in Washington in 1942 that he met the creator of 
the Captain Hornblower stories, C.S. Forester, who asked Dahl to give him details of his 
exploits as a fighter pilot. The idea was that Forester would write a story, based on 
Dahl’s notes, about the war in Britain that would appear in American newspapers and 
magazines. Dahl’s ‘notes’, however, were so detailed and complete that Forester sent 
the story through his agent to the Saturday Evening Post where it was accepted for 
publication immediately. 

The story, which marked the beginning of Dahl’s career as a writer, is called ‘A Piece of 
Cake’ and it appears at the end of the Henry Sugar collection. 

Dahl relates too how he wrote his first children’s story The Gremlins that initially 
appeared in Cosmopolitan Magazine in the USA in December 1942 and then published 
in book form in the USA and Great Britain in 1943. This book resulted in his being 
invited several times by Eleanor Roosevelt, who read the story to her grandchildren at 
the White House, to stay with her and President Roosevelt at their weekend retreat. 

In ‘A Piece of Cake’, written in 1942, Dahl vividly recounts that crash landing in the 
Libyan desert after being shot down by enemy fire. He was rescued by British soldiers 
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and taken to the hospital in Alexandria where he spent six months. His injuries were 
serious, and he gives extraordinarily graphic descriptions of the hallucinatory images 
created by his delirium during his first weeks in hospital. It is not surprising that The 
Saturday Evening Post snapped up for publication this first-hand account of a British 
fighter pilot’s experiences. 

When Roald Dahl ‘slid in through the back door’ into the world of fiction, he remained 
there very happily, for his creative energy never waned. He preferred writing fiction to 
factual accounts, and while ‘The Mildenhall Treasure’, ‘Lucky Break’ and ‘A Piece of 
Cake’ in this collection are non-fiction, his fluid, natural way with words provides the 
reader with rattling good stories and colourful images. And the fictional stories that 
accompany them were begun, as all Dahl’s successful stories were begun, as ‘little 
scribbles’, little seeds of ideas waiting to germinate and flourish in the hands of this 
master storyteller. 

And there are more colourful episodes from Dahl’s life in Boy (1984) and Going Solo 
(1986), both of which remain in print.  
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REVIEWS 
Storybooks, Novels and Tales 

Bronze and Sunflower 
Cao Wenxuan, illus. Meilo So, trans. Helen Wang, London: Walker Books, pb. 978 1 
4063 4846 0, 2015, £6.99, 400pp. First published in China 2005. [Novel; 9+ years. 
Keywords: Cultural Revolution; rural landscape; cityscape; mutism; friendship; 
hardship; poverty; farming.] 

This book was the winner of the Marsh Award 2017 and Cao Wenxuan was the winner 
of the 2016 Hans Andersen author award. This book was included in the Hans 
Andersen citation. 

Although this book, by one of China’s leading academics and writers for children, was 
published more than ten years ago, it was presumably not until an English translation 
was available that it could be read widely enough to receive the plaudits of an 
international readership. There is little doubt that adult readers too will be struck by 
the vivid way in which the rural Chinese landscape is evoked and have their mental 
horizons enriched by an imaginative awareness of the impact of the 1960s Cultural 
Revolution on both villagers and city people. 

In the novel, these two cultures are brought together by the establishment in the 
countryside of a ‘cadre school’, where educated people from the cities have to 
combine hard physical labour with attendance at political meetings. Sunflower, ‘a 
quiet, gentle little girl’, has lost her mother, and when her father, an artist famous for 
his bronze sunflowers, is drowned in the river that separates the cadre school from a 
local village, Damaidi, she is consigned to the care of a poor village family. Most of the 
book is devoted to the relationship between her and the son, Bronze, who has been 
mute since a disastrous fire when he was five (though he is able to communicate with 
his family by means of hand gestures and the expressions of his eyes). The children are 
brought together by their shared care for the family buffalo and their love of the fields 
of sunflowers that surround the village. Bronze is committed to Sunflower’s attendance 
at the village school; the family’s poverty and his muteness have proved obstacles to 
his going there, but he learns to read as a result of Sunflower’s tuition. 

The ensuing crises highlight the precarious reliance of the villagers on the rice harvest 
and the devastating impact of a swarm of locusts. The figures of the children could be 
seen as metonymic of the division between the traditional way of life and the impact 
on it of the new educated class; this is perhaps especially powerful because of Bronze’s 
muteness. The implicit question about how long their relationship can last, latent 
throughout the book, comes to the surface at the end. Opinions may differ as to how 
successfully Cao Wenxuan resolves it. 

The translation is fluent, though I did feel that the provision of a map would have 
facilitated my understanding of the locations. I think that readers would have few 
reservations in agreeing with David Almond’s comment about the beauty of the book, 
nor with his assertion at the end that ‘Our children need to be exposed to a world of 
voices so that the whole world becomes their home.’ The voices in Bronze and 
Sunflower certainly make the world of rural China present to us in a unique way. 

Pat Pinsent 
 

 



26 

Out of my Mind 
Sharon M. Draper, New York and London: Atheneum Books, 2010, hb. 978 1 4169 7171 
9, 2010, £13.56, 320pp. [Novel; 10+ years. Keywords: disability; communication; 
prejudice; jealousy.] 

Melody is ten years old, with a brain awash with words and memories, but she is 
unable to utter any of them aloud. Her story reveals how her frustration is to some 
extent reduced when she acquires a computer (‘Elvira’) through which, by means of 
predictive text, she is able to voice her thoughts aloud. Melody also experiences 
problems in the way she is seen by other people. 

Until they get to know her, some of them assume that her physical disability is 
accompanied by mental impairment. Their error is revealed when Melody displays her 
brilliance in the Whiz Kids quiz competition: she excels at answering all the questions 
confidently and correctly, unless they relate to maths, at which her abilities are more 
ordinary. As the school team advances through the rounds of the competition, Melody 
encounters another relationship problem – her fellow team members become jealous 
of the attention she receives from the media. 

Melody’s lively and colloquial voice makes the narrative reader friendly, and the book 
holds the reader’s attention right to the end. At one and the same time we want the 
school team to win, but have an awareness that this could be too facile a conclusion, 
both to the book as such and to Melody’s need for acceptance as a person in her own 
right. 

This book, which was published six years ago but only recently came to my attention, is 
recommended both as a good read, and for the insights it provides. 

Pat Pinsent 

Sometimes you come across a book that speaks so directly to your own experience that 
it is almost unbelievable. Several times when reading Draper’s narrative, I wondered 
how she had got inside my head at the age of eleven. The experiences Melody has, first 
in special education and then in mainstream (now called ‘inclusive’) mirror my own. I 
felt a particular affinity when Melody talks about being ignored by teachers and feeling 
invisible. I am sure readers might expect some of the children to be prejudiced but not 
the adults. It is however painfully accurate. In Draper’s narrative there is not a hint of 
the clichéd kill-or-cure trope, too often thought to be an acceptable denouement for a 
character with a disability. If you want an emotionally arresting and accurate portrayal 
of childhood with a severe physical disability, together with its effects on the family, 
which are also told with great veracity, Out of my Mind is it. 

Rebecca Butler 
 

Picture Books, Picture Storybooks, Comics Books and Novelty Books 

The Wooden Camel 
Wanuri Kahiu, illus. Manuela Adreani, London: Lantana, pb.978 1 9113 7313 1, 2017, 
£8.99, 32pp. [Picture book; 5–7 years. Keywords: hardship; water; desert; Kenya; tribal 
life.] 

This paperback measures 24 cm × 24 cm enabling the racing camels to stretch across 
the page. However the nature of the binding means that the double spreads can’t be 
opened out completely so the illustrations don’t match across the join. The writer is 
Kenyan and the illustrator Italian, an interesting combination! The story centres on the 
Turkana people of north-west Kenya. 

The opening spread shows the protagonist Etabo watching a camel race in the sandy 
desert dunes.  
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Etabo dreams about racing camels. 
He thinks it will feel like flying. 

He knows he will surely beat his older 
brother Lopeyok when they race. 

Not a very nice person? Envious? Wants to get the better of his older brother? It seems 
that his siblings make fun of him and tell him he’s too small to race camels but the 
cocksure Etabo doesn’t care what they say. 

However life is not going smoothly and the father tells them the camels are to be sold 
for money to buy water. Etabo turns to the Sky God Akul for help. He is now assigned 
to look after the goats, first with two of his siblings but then on his own as the cost of 
water is rising and the siblings have to find work. 

 
Etabo prays to the Sky God 

This is a story of the antics and dreams of a young boy in a tightknit family who try to 
help each other in a time of hardship.  

The colours and expressions of the faces are excellent although I am not very keen on 
the overlarge heads and the other body proportions. I leave you to judge for 
yourselves. Text and illustrations fit well together with a good storyline that kept me 
turning the pages – to the surprising ending. Text size, layout and font are excellent so 
that a young reader will have no difficult navigating the sentences. A very innovative 
book from an ‘independent publishing company producing award-winning diverse and 
multicultural children’s books’. For some double spreads from this book, see 
https://www.lantanapublishing.com/shop/books/wooden-camel/. 

Jennifer Harding 
 

http://www.lantanapublishing.com/shop/
https://www.lantanapublishing.com/shop/books/wooden-camel/
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Definitely NOT for Little Ones: Some Very Grimm Fairy-Tale Comics 
Rotraut Susanne Berner, trans. Shelley Tanaka, hb. 978 0 8889 9957 3, Toronto: 
Groundwood Books, 2009, €14.95, 48pp. First published in German by Jacoby & Stuart, 
Berlin, as Rotraut Suzanne Berner’s Märchencomics, 2008. [Fairy tales; 8–11 years. 
Keywords: Grimms’ fairy tales, retelling, comic.] 

This book is available on the UK Amazon Marketplace and from other second-hand 
sellers. The German edition is available from the publisher. 

German illustrator Rotraut Susanne Berner’s work was honoured with the 2016 Hans 
Christian Andersen award for illustration, hence this review. By chance I have this book, 
and I also have Hans Magnus Enzensberger’s The Number Devil: A Mathematical 
Adventure that she illustrated (also reviewed here). We don’t often review the Hans 
Andersen award winners but this year there are available translations of books by both 
winners. 

Surprisingly, there is no table of contents! The retellings are of ‘The Frog Prince’, 
‘Mother Holle’, ‘Tom Thumb’, ‘Rapunzel’, ‘Jorinda and Jorindel’, ‘Lucky Hans’ and ‘Hans 
the Hedgehog’. The hardback is 22.2 cm × 28.6 cm with good quality paper, and an 
inviting cover that has thumbnails down the left side, one for each tale. I was gripped 
by the design of the comics as soon as I opened the book. Each tale is sectioned by the 
same illustration of the back of a child in an armchair reading under a standard lamp. 
The birds that are also on the sectioning pages change in relation to each tale. 

 
From ‘The Frog Prince’. 
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The first story, ‘The Frog Prince’, starts with the youngest of the king’s daughters 
playing with her golden ball. She drops it in the fountain, and sobs as she cannot reach 
it. A frog offers to rescue it if she will grant his request: ‘I want to sit at your table, eat 
from your plate, drink from your cup and sleep in your bed!’ She promises, never 
believing that she will be called upon to keep it. I think you know the rest, with its fairy-
tale ending, but as these are ‘definitely NOT for little ones’, the final line is ‘And they 
would still be alive today … If they hadn’t died, that is.’ 

‘Jorinda and Jorindel’ starts ‘Once upon a time there was an old castle deep in the 
forest and in it lived a witch. She could transform herself into an owl or cat by day, and 
she could turn innocent maidens into birds…’. The first frame shows a cat behind a tree 
watching the children as Jorinda warns Jorindel not to go within 100 steps of the castle. 
Of course, she does and the witch as an owl is awaiting her opportunity. A dream tells 
Jorinda what he needs to find in order to rescue her. Another happy ending after some 
very scaring episodes. The final small illustration is of a cat slinking off with a ‘Meeow’. 

 
From ‘Jorinda and Jorindel. 

I loved all the tales. The way they are retold is very refreshing, putting a new slant on 
the old stories, which will encourage the reader to consult the originals. This book will 
be enjoyed by readers of all ages, including young readers, young adults, and adults 
who are already familiar with the originals. If this book is anything to go by, I hope that 
more books illustrated by Rotraut Susanne Berner will be translated into English. 

Jennifer Harding 
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The Lion and the Bird 
Marianne Dubuc, trans. Sarah Ardizzone, Bristol: Book Island, hb. 978 0 9941 0987 3, 
2015, £11.99, 88pp. First published in English by Enchanted Lion Books, Brooklyn, NY, 
in 2014 and available on Amazon UK. [Picture book; 4+ years. Keywords: friendship; 
lion; bird; migration; seasons.] 

Marianne Dubuc is an award-winning French-Canadian author and illustrator of 
children’s books. Her picture book The Lion and the Bird is a gentle and touching 
exploration of love and friendship and the passing of the seasons. 

One autumn day when Lion is gardening, he finds an injured bird lying on the ground. 
As the flock flies on to warmer climes it has been left behind. Lion decides to look after 
it. The bird stays with Lion in his cosy house. When it snows they go tobogganing with 
Bird snuggled safely in Lion’s woolly hat. And so the long winter passes until a single 
crocus, illustrated on a white double spread, heralds the coming of spring. 

One warm spring day the birds that had migrated return. Lion, looking up at his friend 
on a branch above, says simply ‘Yes, I know’. It is time for Bird to join the others. After 
its departure we see Lion’s loneliness in the droop of his shoulders and by his pensive 
‘Hey-ho’ as he returns to his empty house. 

Life goes on, summer comes and there are many jobs to be done. When autumn 
arrives, and once more the birds prepare to fly away, Lion hopes that his friend will 
visit him. In a lovely touch, on a white double spread, a single semi-quaver denotes a 
welcoming call: Bird returns and will stay until spring. We can share Lion’s happiness as 
the two friends settle down to another cosy and companionable winter. 

This is a delightful picture book with the briefest of texts. Very attractive and 
expressive illustrations in wash, pencil and crayon, celebrate the rhythm of the seasons 
and the changes in the weather. The themes of friendship, gain and loss, sadness and 
joy are treated in a perceptive and understated way. The book repays looking at again 
and again. 

For some illustrations from this book: https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/07/the-
lion-and-the-bird-marianne-dubuc/. 

June Hopper Swain 
 

The Tigon and the Liger 
Keilly Swift, illus. Cosei Kawa, London: Lantana Publishing, pb. 978 0 9932 2539 0, 2016, 
£8.99, 32pp. [Picture book; 4–8 years. Keywords: difference; bullying; friendship; 
resilience; fun; self-belief.] 

Picture books with an overt message about appreciating difference can sometimes be 
hard to enjoy, but this gentle, skilful tale certainly isn’t one of them.  

With a tiger dad and a lion mum, Tyler the ‘tigon’ is teased ruthlessly because he does 
not resemble the other big cats. He sets off to find a place where he does not stand out 
so painfully. 

At the ‘sore paw’ stage of his lonely journey, Tyler meets Lyla the ‘liger’ who has a lion 
dad and a tiger mum. Lyla too has experienced bullying because she looks different. 
With something so profound in common, the two quickly become firm friends. 

As the cubs start to play, they discover how their special features have advantages: 
Tyler’s smallness helps him hide, Lyla being tall can climb. Their confidence renewed, 
they confront their communities together. Once the big cats see what fun the friends’ 
games look, ‘something startling’ occurs: they ask to join in! The story ends on a warm, 
upbeat note: love the skin you’re in, there’s no one like you. 

 

 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/07/the-lion-and-the-bird-marianne-dubuc/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/07/the-lion-and-the-bird-marianne-dubuc/
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The bouncy, rhyming text ensures the story retains a light touch and the elements 
where the other big cats point out physical differences work well (for instance, the 
lions tell Lyla: ‘Your roar is too weak and your tail is too long’). 

The illustrations are a triumph, subtly portraying the characters’ feelings, and the 
unusual soft focus of the artwork works beautifully in the register of the story. Scale is 
used to excellent effect throughout, powerfully expressing the sense of isolation many 
children feel when excluded because they are different in some way. 

Lantana Publishing aim to bring UK children’s publishing ‘one step closer towards 
achieving a more diverse and inclusive children’s book landscape for the next 
generation of young readers’. I’d say The Tigon and the Liger is more of a leap. 

See https://www.lantanapublishing.com/shop/books/the-tigon-and-the-liger/ for 
some inside pages of this book. 

Kate Lee is a Creative Writing PhD candidate at Southampton University. She is the 
author of several books including Santa’s Suit (Scholastic, 2004). Her other activities 
include working part-time in public relations for a children’s charity. 
 

The Hello Atlas 
Kenard Pak, illus. Ben Handicott, London: Wide Eyed Editions, pb. 978 1 8478 0849 3, 
2016, £16.99, 80pp. [Non-fiction, Picture book; 7–9 years. Keywords: culture; diversity; 
inclusion; language; communication.] 

Designed to explore and present the rich diversity of languages spoken across the 
world today, The Hello Atlas takes a continent-by-continent approach, focusing on the 
languages children speak in more than 130 countries. 

The text by Lonely Planet linguist Ben Handicott is friendly and accessible: ‘Welcome to 
Asia. Asia is a big place! This means that the languages spoken in one part of Asia to the 
next can be very different from one another.’ 

The concept of ‘language families’ used throughout works well as a way to explain 
similarities and differences between languages. By naming each language and offering 
brief facts, such as how many people speak Malaysian, and India having 22 official 
languages, The Hello Atlas offers a useful context for parents, teachers and older 
children. 

The English phrase and translation for items such as ‘What’s your name?’ offer 
practical learning opportunities. For example, in the section on South America, we 
discover that Elodie speaks French and Izhi speaks Quechua and that their ways of 
saying ‘hello’ are ‘bonjour’ and ‘kamisaki’. 

This large-format picture book is beautifully designed. Kenard Pak’s illustrations have a 
delightfully naïve, vintage feel and details such as different modes of dress, hairstyles 
and children’s everyday activities are depicted with energy and charm. 

In the foreword, ethnobotanist and explorer Professor John Wade comments that 
‘each language forms a vital branch of humankind’s family tree’. The Hello Atlas does a 
wonderful job in presenting both well-known and lesser-known languages on an equal 
footing. It is packed with facts yet these are handled with the lightest of touches – a 
great addition to any nursery, primary school or family bookshelf. A free app enables 
children to hear more than 100 different languages, adding another dimension to this 
superb example of non-fiction publishing for children. 

For two inside illustrations, see www.theaoi.com/blog/?p=12837. For the app, see 
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.wideeyed.helloatlas.  

Kate Lee 
 

 

https://www.lantanapublishing.com/shop/books/the-tigon-and-the-liger/
http://www.theaoi.com/blog/?p=12837
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.wideeyed.helloatlas
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The Big Question 
Leen van den Berg, illus. Kaatje Vermiere, trans. David Colmer, Bristol: Book Island, hb. 
978 0 9941 0984 2, 2016, £10.99, 32pp. First published in Belgium 2014. [Picture book, 
Modern fable; 6 + years. Keywords: love; romance; anthropomorphism; animals.] 

The Big Question is a warmly written and richly illustrated picture book. It opens with 
Elephant who is weighed down by a very big question: ‘How do you know when you 
love someone?’ When Elephant poses her question at the annual meeting on the hill, 
she receives a varied response from the menagerie that is her audience. Creatures 
great and small describe love according to their own personal experience; as a feeling 
of strength, selflessness, commitment, collaboration, understanding, embarrassment 
and joy. But the chair of the meeting, Ant, is too busy being busy to let any of the 
answers she is diligently noting down sink in. Instead, she cajoles everyone towards a 
conclusion, taking satisfaction in having found the answer to such an important 
question. 

As the crowd makes their way down from the hill everything is rosy and the setting sun 
casts a golden glow on hugging polar bears, smooching dolphins and a couple on a 
tandem bicycle. By contrast, on the following and final spread, Ant casts a lonely figure 
against the now black sky as she cleans her reading glasses, muttering ‘What rubbish’. 

Leen van den Berg’s message about the many different manifestations of love is 
beautifully complemented by Kaatje Vermeire’s exquisite etchings. Vermeire sets the 
story in an imaginary, dream-like landscape where the scale of things bends easily, 
trees walk and fish sit in deckchairs, as if to celebrate the strange effects love can have 
on reality. Her subdued colour palette of moss greens and greys is punctuated by 
bright punches of red and rose pink, lending a sensitivity to the pictures without 
sentimentality. The Big Question is romantic in the true sense of the word in that it 
expresses the character of love and all its complexities in a truly charming and heart-
warming way. 

For some inside illustrations, see www.bookisland.co.nz/en/books/big-question.  

Anna Ridley 
 

Information Books and Non-Fiction 

The Number Devil: A Mathematical Adventure 
Hans Magnus Enzensberger, illus. Rotraut Susanne Berner, trans. Michael Heim, 
London: Granta, pb. 978 1 8620 7391 0, [1998] 2000, £12.00, 264pp. First published in 
German by Carl Hansler, Munich, as Die Zahlenteufel: Ein Kopfkissenbuck für alle, die 
Abgst vor der Mathematick haben, 1997. [Non-fiction; 9–15 years. Keywords: 
mathematics; numbers; series; adventure; fun.] 

The striking cover illustration shows the number devil in traditional attire. The reader 
learns that, generally, he is a helper and friend to Robert, who is plagued by troubling 
dreams, but that he can be easily offended and is often short tempered. 

The opening page of the first chapter ‘The First Night’, shows Robert asleep in bed, 
lying on a blue pillow with white spots and a blue quilt. The opening text describes one 
of his dreams. 

He’d be sliding down an endless slide, faster and faster, no matter how many times 
he cried out Stop! or Help! 

Then 

Suddenly one night – there was the number devil! 

Robert states that he hates everything to do with numbers and quotes his teacher, Mr 
Brockel:  

 

 

http://www.bookisland.co.nz/en/books/big-question


   33 

If 2 pretzel makers can make 444 pretzel in 6 hours, how long does it take 5 pretzel 
makers to make 88 pretzel? 

Our sympathy is with Robert! 

 
 
The number devil doesn’t show Robert how to solve the pretzel problem but starts 
showing him number patterns and methods of doing multiplications without a 
calculator. Robert is soon hooked. 

But after outwitting the number devil who thought he hadn’t learned the trick to solve 
a harder multiplication and flies into a rage, ‘Robert woke up. He had fallen out of bed 
and was little dizzy, but he laughed to think he had outwitted the number devil.’ 

Instead of dreading the nights, Robert begins to look forward to them in anticipation of 
the continuing visitations of the number devil. He even answers Mr Brockel next 
pretzel question – to the teacher’s astonishment. 

I enjoyed working through this book with paper and pencil and also lent it to a young 
person doing maths at school. He too found it fascinating. Rotraut Susanne Berner’s 
illustrations make the book. And little sketches spill into the margins and between 
paragraphs. 
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The dream illustrations are wonderful, with geometric drawings in special colours to 
emphasise the text description and number bricks that look three-dimensional to 
illustrate some of the series. 

 

And here is the illustration as Robert starts his investigation of two- and three-
dimensional numbers and does some paper folding. 
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So I hope again that you will agree with the judges’ choice of Rotraut Susanne Berner 
as the winner of the 2016 Hans Andersen illustration award as she again shows her 
ability, this time in illustrating the text of a mathematician. 

Jennifer Harding 
 

Who Are Refugees and Migrants? What Makes People Leave their Homes? And 
Other Big Questions (And Other Big Questions 2) 
Michael Rosen and Annemarie Young, London: Wayland Books, hb. 978 0 7502 9985 5, 
2016, £13.99, 48pp. [Information book; 7–11 years. Keywords: refugees: migrants; 
military conflict; economic hardship; disease; death.] 

Refugees and Migrants (Children in Our World 1) 
Ceri Roberts, illus. Hanane Kai, London: Wayland Books, hb. 978 1 5263 0020 1, 2016, 
£12.99, 32pp. [Information book, Picture book; 6–7 years. Keywords: refugees: 
migrants; military conflict; economic hardship; disease; death.] 

Global Conflict (Children in Our World 2) 
Louise Spilsbury, illus. Hanane Kai, London: Wayland Books, hb. 978 1 5263 0050 8, 
2016, £12.99, 32pp. [Information book; 7+ years. Keywords: global conflicts; war; 
terrorism; homeless; refugees; illustrations.] 

When so many countries in Africa and the Middle East are in turmoil, the status of 
refugees and migrants seeking homes in developed countries is a matter of grave 
importance and considerable controversy. For this reason it is important for children to 
understand as far as possible the issues arising from mass migrations and the 
responses of adult communities. Some adults may think (wrongly in this reviewer’s 
opinion) that these issues are too complex and multidimensional for children to grasp.  

Parents may wonder whether it is a service to their children to burden them with these 
grown-up tensions. Yet these first two books make a serious and praiseworthy effort to 
help children begin to deal with these issues. After all, a high proportion of those 
fleeing oppression and starvation are themselves children. 

In Who Are Refugees and Migrants? Rosen and Young describe the suffering of 
migrants whether they are in flight from conflict or from economic hardship – from 
starvation and disease. They employ a powerful method when a complex issue has 
been described, asking the readers ‘think about’ questions. How would you feel about 
leaving home? Were any of your family migrants? What plans would you make if you 
had to leave home tomorrow? This book is part of the And Other Big Questions series, 
which aims to get children thinking about the many controversial issues of our day. 

Roberts’ book, Refugees and Migrants, deals almost exclusively with those fleeing 
military conflicts. This book is part of the Children in Our World series, a picture-book 
series that aims to help children make sense of the larger issues and crises that 
dominate the news. The issues are presented in a sensitive and appropriate manner. 
These books use relatable comparisons, carefully researched text and striking 
illustrations. 

Roberts presents a valuable initial formulation of the basic issues. Kai’s illustrations, as 
ever, add a valuable human dimension to Roberts’s work. Roberts finally presents a 
section outlining what children can do to help. Because Rosen and Young’s book deals 
with more complex issues than Roberts’, it would be a good curriculum plan for 
children to start reading about this subject with the Roberts book, which is suitable for 
children in Year 3, and move on to Rosen and Young’s when they are old enough to 
grasp its nuances, perhaps in Year 5. 
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Global Conflict, also a book in the Children in Our World series, provides a further 
perspective in a sensitive and appropriate manner to broaden understanding and 
amplify discussion about the larger issues and crises that dominate the news. Spilsbury 
seeks to explain the language in which conflicts around the world, wars and uprisings, 
are described; how and why they arise; and draws attention to a major consequence 
that follows violent disruption to everyday life, that people become homeless and/or 
refugees. The book distinguishes between war and terrorism. Attention is drawn to 
those who are responsible for keeping people safe, how conflicts may be resolved, and, 
importantly, the role of international relations as a means of avoiding conflict is 
emphasised. Bringing the subject closer to home, young readers are given advice on 
where they can learn more about the subject, but most pertinently how they can avoid 
conflict. Here Kai’s illustrations are warm and human. They remind the reader that 
those involved in conflict are real people: men, women and children. ‘If you prick us do 
we not bleed?’ 

All these books offer a valuable opportunity to young children, guided by an adult, to 
begin to explore and gain some understanding about the violence in the contemporary 
world. Children will be aware of these issues through the intensive coverage and 
distribution of news. 

Rebecca Butler 
 

Poetry 

Where Zebras Go 
Sue Hardy-Dawson, Hereford: Otter-Barry Books, pb. 978 1 9109 5931 2, 2017, £6.99, 
96pp. [Poetry; 7+ years. Keywords: illustrated; animals; humour.] 

Janetta Otter-Barry continues the series of cheap, stuff-in-the-schoolbag poetry series 
from her time at Frances Lincoln Children’s Books in her own publishing company. 
These affordable books on recycled paper with black-and-white illustrations and in a 
comfortable small format (198 mm × 129 mm) but excellent font size are exactly what 
is needed to introduce young children to poetry and to inspire them to write their own. 
Otter-Barry continues to publish at least one debut collection each year and this is one 
from Sue Hardy-Dawson. She was highly commended in the 2014 Manchester Writing 
Prize for Children (for poetry for children of 5 to 12). 

The attractive cover invites me in. As I look down the table of contents my eye is 
caught by ‘Poem about the Injustice of Being Made to Stand Outside in the Rain at 
Break-Time’: the illustration and three lines of the poem say it all! 

The opening poem is ‘The Weaver of Words’ with the illustration being a weaver of 
words. 

Wind, rattles clouds 
carrying the song 
of the weaver of words. 
… 
Catching threads 
she joins consonants to vowels 
whispers them to the wind 
and out into the waking world. 

The next poem is in the shape of a tree trunk with eyes and a tusk peeking through, 
some words in a pale font: ‘Grey Ghosts’, describing animals listening to us as we walk 
across the savannah. 

Any word the reader may not be familiar with is given in a footnote, such as ‘Sirocco’ in 
the poem of the book’s title. 
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The rather sad poem ‘When I Was Famous’ is by a disgruntled young child, finding that 
their every move and progress as a child was ‘reported down the phone’ but then says 
‘how was I to know it would end when I stopped being little?’ 

More shaped poems occur throughout the book, for example, ‘The Frog Princess’ is 
vert cleverly written with the lines forming the shape of a frog about to leap:  

Well, 
OK Dad, it was 

something like this.     At 
first I found him slimy        and  

‘Motorway Poem’ acknowledges W.H. Auden’s ‘The Night Mail’, and ‘Twenty Ways to 
Avoid Monsters and Mythical Beasts’ is given as a list, but I don’t advise taking the 
advice of ‘How to Score a Penalty’ or reading ‘Arachine’ if you are frightened of spiders. 

This is a terrific set of poems and readers will be in hoots of laughter and with so many 
quotes to keep those not in the know amused. Everyone of every age will enjoy these 
poems and the spot-on accompanying illustrations. 

 
‘Making Tigers’. Text and Illustration copyright © Sue Hardy-Dawson. Reproduced with 
permission Otter-Barry Books. 

For some double spreads from this book, see http://www.otterbarrybooks.com/copy-
of-walking-on-water-1.  

Jennifer Harding 
 
 

 

http://www.otterbarrybooks.com/copy-of-walking-on-water-1
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