I was intrigued to read on the weekend an interview with Adam Young, founder of the band Owl City and its surprise hit song Fireflies. “…My main inspiration is children’s books. My favorite is The Fledgling, which I first read in fourth grade and still read. It’s about a little girl visited by a Canada goose who teaches her how to fly. There’s an optimism and innocence to great children’s literature that I try to capture in my songs.” 

We should never under estimate the power of good literature to educate, to inspire and to purely entertain.  More than ever I believe passionately in the role of good literature in instilling empathy in our children as they experience other lives, other worlds and other realities.

So many good books may not make the shortlist for events like this that still deserve a place on our shelves and as I agonized over what titles to include tonight I took heart in the fact that what I have reluctantly reduced my list too probably won’t match the official judges but may if nothing else allow more titles to have a slightly wider readership than they otherwise might have.
Fearless  Written by Colin Thompson. Illustrated by Sarah Davis

Another thoughtful tale from Colin Thompson, cleverly woven into the engaging and very cute illustrations by Sarah Davis of the bumbling bulldog pup named Fearless. 

“When a new baby is born it’s difficult to tell if it will grow up to be big or small or brave or scared of the dark and spiders. So sometimes babies get the wrong name.

 It’s the same with dogs. So when the Claybourne-Willments, who should have been called the Smiths, got Fearless as a little puppy” …”it seemed a good name for him.”

How much does our name reflect who we are?  Fearless is fearful, but constantly strives to be the best he can be, even if he is a little confused about what his people expect of him.

“Fearless had a terrible time understanding why it was all right to go on the grass which his dad spent hours mowing and not on the carpet which his dad took no notice of at all.”

We are reminded of how often fear is in the perception – Fearless perceived Mrs Jones to have a dangerous black handbag. 
Because of prior experience Fearless knew to beware of the broom too because it had once fallen on him and tried to bite him.  Children should love the experience of seeing the reality transposed against Fearless’ perception.

Many fears come to the fore in the dark, as Fearless experiences when someone who “..wasn’t one of his friends”  enters the house at night. 

 In trying to tell the man that he shouldn’t have his feet on the table, his owners hear his barking and come down and think the Fearless was simply being fearless and scaring away a would-be robber. 
I loved the way Colin wrote about the robber’s reaction “He looked at Fearless, said a rude word and jumped on to the table.”  You may have some students wanting to  brainstorm  interpretations of ‘a rude word’!!

Sarah Davis has done a beautiful job creating the endearing personality of Fearless, especially with her use of the front and back covers, PPT which makes most kids giggle, and the wonderfully expressive eyes. 
Clear open white pages with a large clear font that reverses to white font on dark grey pages for the night scenes make the book a visually  pleasant experience to read as well. You won’t have to be a  dog-lover to enjoy this book, in fact, it might even convert you!

Harry & Hopper    by Margaret Wild  & Freya Blackwood  
The warm tones and patterns reminiscent of a patchwork quilt PPT that make up the endpapers of this special book are somehow reassuring when things in our lives change. This gentle story explores the difficulty of losing someone and how we all use different ways and need different time to come to terms with it.

We are introduced on the first page to the two title names, Harry & Hopper. The words “When the puppy came to live with Harry and Dad…” inform us that this is a single parent family and that a member of that family is now Hopper. He is obviously more than just a pet. 

The frenetic puppy energy is captured beautifully by Freya’s scribbled sketches, as if the puppy would not stay still long enough to be drawn. 
We are drawn into their shared lives as Hopper grows up, each evening ending as Hopper ritually ‘sneaked past Dad to sleep on Harry’s bed”. The emotional connection is emphasized by Wild’s goodnight sentence “And they gazed at each other, their eyes gleaming with mischief and delight.”

However this is real life and in real life sometimes sad things happen. Harry comes home from school to find Hopper gone. We see his father  in a fireman’s uniform, an occupation that routinely faces real life situations of death and sadness. Wild allows him to show emotion too – “Dad wiped his eyes. ‘I’m very sorry, Harry. There was an accident. Hopper is dead.’

Harry’s response is No to this news and his father’s later offer to say goodbye as he buries Hopper. Things have suddenly stopped being ‘normal’.  Not able to face the memories of his bed, we see Harry sleeping on the sofa, wrapped in the patchwork quilt. The following day he turns down Dad’s offer to stay home from school. That would just be something else that isn’t normal. The clear open expanse of this page only serves to highlight the poignancy of Harry’s feeling – he is sitting with his friends in body but not spirit. He doesn’t even tell them. Where would he find the words for something he doesn’t even understand or believe? 

For the next few nights as Harry continues to sleep on the sofa he is visited by and plays joyously with Hopper, is it a dream? He seems so real. Then he doesn’t come and Harry finds him outside curled up –“As wispy as winter fog, as cold as winter air.” He carries him to his bed and for the last time their eyes glimmer “with mischief and delight” at each other as Harry whispers goodbye. The last page that follows is wordless as we look down from a bird’s eye view of Harry’s house. The gentle brightness of the scene contrasts with the charcoal grey night scenes preceding it and all seems normal. We can see Dad getting ready to start the mower, another normal routine thing and we see Harry, sitting near Hopper’s grave.

I have read this book many times and it never fails to choke me up. Yes it’s sad but real life has sad things in it and good literature allows us to explore those situations and feelings. Hopper wasn’t a possession to be replaced, he was part of Harry’s life but now life goes on. His father wisely let him come to terms with it in his own time and his own way.  

Me, Oliver Bright   by Megan de Kantzow & Sally Rippin

This book bursts with youthful exuberance, from its bright colours and hand drawn family tree endpapers to the rhythmic prose comparisons between the  son’s, father’s and grandfather’s lives. 

The story is presented from the perspective of a young boy called Oliver Bright doing a school project. He uses collage, photos and drawings to follow the experiences of his won life compared to his Dad and Grandpa as boys. You can hear the voices of Dad and Grandpa in some of phrases that echo from years of retelling at family gatherings.  

Mental images are conjured up from the wonderful lyrical lines that punctuate the text:  “My Dad grew up in country town Cosy and nosy Hills Hoist and heat.” And “My dad got milk in glass bottles, delivered right to his house every morning, Clanking and clinking, foil tops winking.” 

You can see the natural child’s penchant for using every colour  and style possible in the rendition of  the words horse, cow and milk. This is history at its best for children as it brings to life the human experience of living in different eras.

There is something comforting in the way Oliver recounts his family history. We all have a natural human need, especially as children, to know where we fit and where we belong. Oliver is happy and confident in his place in his and the wider world, even when he sees how things keep changing with each generation.

We all have a story and this story should prove to be an enduring model for families, teachers or students exploring their own family trees. I know lots of the artwork ideas had my mind buzzing with potential student activities. 

The Terrible Plop   by Ursula Dubosarky   Pictures by Andrew Joyner

This is a rollicking rhyming story just begging to be read aloud. The colourful cartoon style  illustrations add to the sense of fun and the limited use of photo realistic collage for the chocolate cake and the bear’s fur emphasize their presence in the story.

The story opens with 6 little rabbits down by the lake ‘munching on carrots and chocolate cake”. Suddenly hearing a ‘terrible plop’ startles them into running away from the scary sound with their panic spreading quickly through all the other animals. 

The pace of the story builds until it comes to a stop when they run into the ‘big brown bear/ Sunning himself/ In a folding chair.” He orders them to stop and is quite insulted when they seem to think him less strong and fierce then ‘the terrible plop’. He grabs the slowest animal – the littlest rabbit and insists he show him where this ‘ terrible plop’ is.  The logic shown by the littlest rabbit is reminiscent of all great politicians: Poor Little rabbit./Blink blink blink/Poor little rabbit/Think think think/ ‘I’m afraid of the PLOP./I’m afraid of the bear./But the bear is here/And the Plop is there.’
However returning to the lake this time the littlest rabbit sees the terrible PLOP sound being made and turning to tell the bear finds the bear has only heard the sound, jumped to conclusions and bolted. We are left with a final page of a little white rabbit enjoying chocolate cake, carrots and a ‘plop’ murmuring ‘All this running/Should really stop…./Who’s afraid/Of a silly old PLOP?”

This is a timeless tale, apparently based on an old Tibetan folktale. We can all bear reminding of how often we can let our imaginations create fear out of nothing.

Baby Wombat’s Week   by Jackie French  illustrated by Bruce Whatley

There might not be many words in Jackie French’s “Baby Wombat’s Week”, sequel to the bestselling “Diary of a Wombat”  but the old saying that a picture is worth a thousand words rings through loud and clear. Even my 13 year old son laughed out loud at this book.

The images of long suffering Mother Wombat trying to sleep on Monday brought back many memories of sharing a bed with a toddler. I still cannot understand the mathematics of how someone so small can take up so much of the bed! The clear white  space on the pages is refreshing and Bruce Whatley focuses all of our attention on the main characters by omitting nearly all background and only using the minimal foreground where he has too. 

Baby Wombat and human baby explore their shared world in gentle humorous moments so typical of a childlike perspective. With a growing baby Mother Wombat’s search for a “bigger hole” has entertaining results. The comparisons between ‘bigger’ and ‘giant’ and ‘enormous’ holes adds to the fun and Bruce’s depiction of the digging expedition allow us to see everything in a very different light. Sometimes the simple diary entry of ‘slept’ is enough!

When no-one is looking: At the zoo 

 by Zana Fraillon & Lucia Masciullo

It is exciting seeing a fresh new talent enter children’s publishing and meeting the passionate Lucia Masciullo last year at the Literature Festival was exciting. 

Her heavily textured acrylic paintings, reminiscent of oil paintings, are bursting with detail and vitality. She said she had a lot of fun illustrating  this book and it’s sister title “At the Farm” and it shows through in the beautiful double page spreads that unfold as we peep into the world of what the zoo animals are doing ‘when no-one is looking’. Children love the hidden flap illustrations. It is a wonderful story for the imagination and as it ends the author invites the reader to throw inhibitions to the wind and think what they would like to do “when no-one is looking”. 

