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As Children’s Books Ireland celebrates 
twenty years, and Inis celebrates its fiftieth 
issue, we are looking not only at the history 
of our organisation but at the broader 
evolution of children’s literature over the 
past two decades. While we talk about the 
publishing industry and the literature sector, 
we find ourselves referring to the children’s 
book community. Without taking from the 
achievements or seriousness of intent of 
organisations and individuals associated 
with children’s books in Ireland, this term 
might refer to their connectedness and 
their willingness to offer support, as well as 
a warmth that can be difficult to describe 
to someone outside of it. 

CBI’s core staff are few: four hardworking 
individuals who manage and deliver a 
huge programme of activity, including 
publications, events, a major conference, 
a reading campaign, an awards process 
and professional development initiatives. 
But it is important to note that behind us, 
as part of the community, are our board, 
publications editors, project managers and 
volunteers, and indeed those champions of 
children’s literature who founded the Irish 
Children’s Book Trust and the Children’s 
Literature Association of Ireland, the 
merging of which formed CBI in 1997. 

In this bumper issue we look to champions 
in many guises, among them our awards 
judges and the chair of this year’s panel, 
Dr Patricia Kennon, whose devotion to 
reading, critiquing and debating children’s 
literature allows us to present an awards 

shortlist of which we can be very proud. 
This year’s shortlist is a credit to the 
strength of the books created by Irish 
authors and illustrators and especially by 
Irish publishers, who can boast six of the 
ten titles honoured. 

Síne Quinn and Claire M Dunne’s short 
history of Irish publishing speaks to the 
tenacity and talent of Irish publishers 
in a challenging market. Another 
champion of books, publishers’ agent 
Conor Hackett, speaks to Kim Harte 
about reading for the very young and the 
wonder of picturebooks at any age, while 
Margaret Anne Suggs looks back on the 
development of Irish illustration over 
the past two decades. The development 
of Inis magazine itself over the past fifty 
issues is portrayed visually in this month’s 
centrefold, a rich mélange of changing 
styles, contents and editors over the years, 
as well as a showcase of Irish illustration.

Patricia Forde delves into the reading 
habits and preferences of children in 
gaelscoileanna in County Galway, giving 
us a fascinating insight into their lives and 
their opinions. Visit Children’s Books 
Ireland’s YouTube channel to see film 
footage of the young people discussing 
their favourite books and how reading 
makes them feel. Another perspective on 
readers in schools comes from the team 
behind Writers in Schools, run by Poetry 
Ireland for the past forty years. We hear 
from a writer, a teacher and a group of 
students who have been the beneficiaries 

of the scheme. Further work with 
young people takes place outside of the 
classroom, and we hear about how young 
Travellers at a homework club in Kilkenny 
worked with Scottish publisher Barrington 
Stoke on a very special book in which 
they could see themselves – all too rare an 
occurrence. 

Sarah Odedina looks to the world of 
children’s magazines past and present 
as an important part of their reading 
journey. And Gráinne Clear learns of an 
unusual writing journey: a collaboration 
between last year’s CBI Book of the Year 
and Children’s Choice Award winner, 
Sarah Crossan, and Costa Children’s Book 
Award winner Brian Conaghan. 

We hope this extraordinary bumper issue 
touches on all aspects of children’s reading 
in its widest sense, from reader to writer 
to illustrator to publisher, and beyond to 
the supports which help bring children 
and books together, including Children’s 
Books Ireland. You’ll read about some 
of our upcoming events and projects, 
including our conference (now open for 
booking). The announcement of new 
patrons for the organisation in the four 
holders of the office of Laureate na nÓg, 
past and present, is a very fine feather in 
CBI’s twenty-year-old cap and a wonderful 
endorsement from these champions of 
children’s books at the highest level. 

 
Elaina Ryan, Director
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PICTURING ROBERT – PJ Lynch, Ireland’s 
current Laureate na nÓg, remembers his 
friend Robert Dunbar. 

The world of children’s books in Ireland 
and beyond was deeply saddened last 
summer by the loss of Robert Dunbar. 
Robert was a passionate advocate for 
quality in children’s books over many 
years. In his academic writing and lectures 
he was always erudite and reasoned, but 
he could be direct and very funny as well 
when he was sharing his love of a good 
story told in witty or beautiful language. 
He always valued the work of the 
illustrators of children’s books. His huge 
contribution to Irish children’s literature 
and its study is widely appreciated, but it is 
Robert’s mischievous sense of humour, his 
kindness and fun that I will miss most.

Robert had been a great friend to me 
over many years, and had supported and 
encouraged me in my work as he had so 
many other illustrators and authors. When 
I moved back to live in Ireland after a 
decade living in England, Robert was one 
of the people who most warmly welcomed 
me into the children’s books community. 
I think we hit it off particularly well 
because we were both from Northern 
Ireland. Indeed, my mother’s people 
are from Dunloy, just a few miles from 
Robert’s homeplace in Bushmills. I always 
looked forward to seeing him at book 
events, when he would invariably have 
some snippet of literary news or a clever 
witticism to be delivered in his refined 
north Antrim accent. When I started work 
on the illustrations for a book by Amy 
Hest called When Jessie Came across the Sea, 
I needed a model for the character of the 
rabbi who surprises Jessie with a ticket to 
America. The role called for someone who 
could appear a little bit stern and serious 
whilst still looking kindly. I thought 
Robert with his luxuriant grey beard 
would be perfect, and he was delighted 
when I asked him if he would model for 
the part. My process sometimes 
 

involves taking photographs of my models 
under various lighting set-ups and from 
different angles to use as reference for 
my illustrations. As we prepared for the 
photoshoot, I filled Robert in on the 
story of the little Jewish girl who is chosen 
by the rabbi as the one person from the 
village who will get the coveted passage 
to America. We had great fun dressing 
him up with various hats and oversized 
coats, as well as a pair of my own wire-
rimmed glasses. I showed him the poses 
I want to run through and then we got 
started. My only problem was that it was 
hard to keep up with Robert when he got 
going. I wish I had been using a movie 
camera to record him as he extemporised 
dialogue – not just for the rabbi, but 
for the other characters too. It was a 
wonderful performance, but his hands 
were a blur in most of the photos. Still, I 
got what I needed, and Robert appears in 
two important spreads at the beginning of 
the book. 

I wish I still had some of those reference 
photos I took of Robert back then, but for 
me the important thing is that he is there 
in the book, and I know that it meant a 
good deal to him, and to his family, that 
someone who loved children’s books as 
much as Robert did actually got to appear 
in one too.

On another occasion I was asked to 
do a drawing of Robert that would be 
presented to him as a gift by Children’s 
Literature Association Ireland (the fore-
runner of CBI). This time Robert knew 
nothing about the picture until it was 
presented to him. Working from some 
of my photos of Robert, I set to work on 
a pen and ink drawing. I tried hard to 
capture that engaging, mischievous look 
with the start of a smile playing about his 
eyes that seemed to be Robert’s constant 
expression. But what might the setting be? 
That part was easy. Books …  lots and lots 
of books. 

PJ Lynch – Laureate na nÓg 2016–2018. 

ROBERT DUNBAR MEMORIAL LIBRARY

Robert Dunbar was an extraordinary friend 
to Irish children’s literature in so many 
ways: supporting new writers, teaching, 
providing insightful critique and review 
across platforms, including his regular 
column in The Irish Times, and championing 
children’s books in all aspects of his life. 
After his death, his family suggested that 
instead of sending flowers, if wished, book 
tokens could be donated to local schools. 
With that in mind, Children’s Books 
Ireland is proud to announce the Robert 
Dunbar Memorial Libraries. Beginning in 
2017 as part of CBI’s twentieth-birthday 
celebrations and running annually, a library 
worth €1,500 will be donated to each 
of four schools, two primary and two 
secondary, in Northern Ireland and the 
Republic of Ireland.  
For more information check out  
www.childrensbooksireland.ie

Illustration © 1997 PJ Lynch From When 
Jessie Came across the Sea by Amy Hest and 
illustrated by PJ Lynch. Reproduced by kind 
permission of Walker Books Ltd, London SE11 
5HJ.

READING BY 
STEALTH



Renowned publisher Sarah Odedina 
has long been involved in the world of 
children’s publishing and has collaborated 
with some of the greatest writers 
working today. In 2016 she joined forces 
with Clementine Macmillan-Scott 
and the result was the glorious Scoop 
magazine. Here, Odedina traces the 
tradition of magazines for children and 
highlights those available for today’s 
readers. We also highlight three very 
diverse home-grown examples.

At the Bookseller Children’s Conference 
in September last year, there was a very 
interesting presentation by Egmont 
about the state of the UK and Ireland’s 
children’s magazine publishing industry. 
It was generally very good news, in that 
this is a growing market, both in terms 
of units and of value, and also includes 
various exciting new launches of children’s 
magazines. 

The UK and Irish children’s magazine 
market remains strong, with forty million 
magazines selling in 2015 – to the tune of 
£136 million retail. By October 2016 sales 
were up by 8 per cent on the same period 
in 2015. And in the same period in 2016 
there had been twenty-two new children’s 
magazines launched – the market is clearly 
still buoyant. 

According to the presentation, magazine 
sales continue to find a place because they 
appeal to children and parents on a variety 
of levels and for a range of reasons. Often 
they directly respond to children’s interests 
by putting children in control of their 
reading experience, with the inclusion 
of activities and stickers. Magazines also 
allow a child to aspire to older and adult 
reading habits, as the magazines feel like 
sophisticated publications because of 
their format and diverse content. The 
excitement that magazines provide is also a 

really significant element of their success: 
they offer varied content that while being 
highly anticipated cannot be entirely 
predicted. And of course being a ‘regular’ 
reader of a magazine feels like belonging 
to a club, letting the child be part of 
something that they can share with other 
readers, both at home and abroad.

For adults buying for children, magazines 
represent a ‘treat with benefits’. Adults 
tend to favour magazines with activities 
for children, as they feel that they are 
‘educational’, but they are generally not 
purist about magazines, as they can be 
facilitators for time spent together for 
adult and child. They are also highly 
valued because they are entertainment 
that isn’t on a screen. Perhaps most 
significantly, adults believe that magazines 
encourage reluctant readers and offer 
reading by stealth.

For those of us in the publishing world – 
book or magazine – it is felt that magazines 
are a valuable part of the reading journey, 
offering content and entertainment in a 
fun, accessible and ‘sophisticated’ format 
that entices young readers and helps them 
develop a love of reading. 

Within this vibrant magazine culture, 
while serving the needs of the reader, 
magazines also offer the opportunity for 
writers and illustrators to have their work 
seen and enjoyed by an audience. It is 
a showcase through which the creative 
contributors can reach young readers with 
their stories and art, and an opportunity 

for them to build readerships alongside 
any book publications.

So, with all this good news and context in 
mind, I began to think about the tradition 
of magazine publishing for young readers 
and how today’s output relates to the 
publishing of the past. 

Magazine publishing has a long and rich 
history, dating back centuries. With much 
the same aims as magazine publishers 
today, the publishers of the past aimed 
to offer children a varied diet of content, 
challenging them to question the world 
as well as to broaden their outlook, and at 
the same time build readers and encourage 
a love of storytelling in all its formats. 

Young Folks was a magazine published 
in the UK between 1871 and 1897 and 
it is perhaps most notable for having 
first published a number of novels by 
Robert Louis Stevenson in serial form, 
including Treasure Island, Kidnapped and 
The Black Arrow. During its twenty-six-
year history Young Folks went by various 
names including Old and Young and 
Folks at Home. In addition to fiction, 
the magazine printed essays, poetry and 
history and also included a ‘Literary 
Olympic’ that offered payment and 
criticism for original contributions, as 
well as a ‘Riddle Tournament’ consisting 
of readers’ submissions. So nearly 150 
years ago young people found pleasure 
in interactivity as part of their reading 
experience just as they do now – as 
reported at the Bookseller Children’s 
Conference. 

Two decades after Young Folks ceased 
publishing, The Children’s Newspaper was 
launched. Aimed at pre-teenage children, 
it was founded by Arthur Mee in 1919 
and ran for 2,397 issues – forty-six years. 
During its height the magazine sold 
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image credit © www.scoopthemag.co.uk
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an astounding 500,000 copies a week. 
Subtitled The Story of the World Today for 
the Men and Women of Tomorrow, the paper 
epitomised Mee’s values and reflected the 
editor’s twin faiths of Christian ethics 
and the British Empire. Mee’s aim was to 
give the nation’s children a firm grasp of 
subjects such as history and geography, 
and The Children’s Newspaper was designed 
to keep young people up to date with the 
latest in world news and science. 

In November 1946 one of the articles 
published was about a conference in 
Brighton held to discuss the parlous state 
of the nation’s air. The article quotes the 
diary of John Evelyn in 1661, where he 
complained ‘that this glorious and ancient 
city should wrap her stately head in clouds 
of smoke and sulphur, so full of stink and 
darkness, I deplore with just indignation’. 
The article goes on to say that Evelyn 
asked Charles II to do something about 
the smoke, which was ‘corroding the 
very iron bars and hardest stones with 

these piercing and acrimonious spirits 
which accompany its sulphur’ and that 
‘we should all be John Evelyns today’. 
Interesting that the concern about air 
pollution remains the same since 1661 
and also remains an issue that is of great 
concern to young readers. 

Sales of The Children’s Newspaper began to 
fall after the Second World War as rival 
publications, notably the Eagle, Junior 
Mirror and Junior Express, began to appear. 
In January 1962, Fleetway Publications 
launched the educational weekly Look 
and Learn and the black and white The 
Children’s Newspaper suffered considerably 
in comparison to the bright and modern 
pages of Look and Learn. Despite attempts 
to attract a teenage audience by adding a 
column for girls and a ‘Pop Spot’ feature 
with photos of popular singers and 
groups, sales continued to decline and The 
Children’s Newspaper ceased to publish on 1 
May 1965. 

Look and Learn, which published for two 
decades until 1982, clearly galvanised 
the world of magazines for children with 
its high-quality design, astounding art 
and wide-ranging approach to content. 

Unlike Young Folks and The Children’s 
Newspaper, Look and Learn focused entirely 
on non-fiction, which was accompanied 
by beautiful art and thoughtful design. 
Features ranged from biographies of 
people, including Richelieu the French 
cardinal and Dick Turpin, to discussion 
of the Suffragette movement, the Battle 
of Britain and the end of the British rule 
of India. While the magazine’s political 
viewpoint would certainly be questioned 
by today’s audience, it did encourage 
young readers to also wonder past their 
pages about the wider society in which 
they lived. Look and Learn included the 
work of artists whose sophistication 
and quality introduced an aesthetic 
standard to young readers and launched 
and sustained the careers of many fine 
illustrators.

The Young Elizabethan was a British 
children’s literary magazine of the 
twentieth century. The magazine was 
founded in 1948 as Collins Magazine for 

Boys & Girls but in 1953 it changed its 
name to The Young Elizabethan to exploit 
the excitement around the new monarch. 
The Young Elizabethan was targeted at 
grammar-school students and contained 
serialised novels, short stories, book 
reviews, poems, puzzles and drawings. It 
ceased publication in 1973. One of the 
magazine’s editors was the legendary Kaye 
Webb, who enlisted her then-husband 
Ronald Searle to create covers for the 
magazine as well as contribute content, 
and it is where the fictional character 
Nigel Molesworth first appeared. 

Kaye Webb went on to be the publisher 
of Puffin Books and it was while she was 
there that she founded the Puffin Post, 
which was launched with a promise from 
Kaye Webb to Allen Lane that ‘It will 
make children into book readers.’ 

Webb understood that magazines could 
and did work to build a love of reading 
by offering children shorter but no less 
credible content both in terms of quality 
and breadth of subject matter. Puffin Post  
included contributions from some of the 
greatest names in children’s literature, 
from Alan Garner and Roald Dahl to 

Joan Aiken, Leon Garfield and Spike 
Milligan. Its contents were a mix of jokes, 
interviews, quizzes and stories, as well 
as the hugely popular competitions and 
contributions from readers. By the end 
of its first year, Puffin Post had 16,000 
members; at its height it reached an 
audience of more than 200,000 young 
people, who would greet each other with 
the secret code ‘Sniffup’, which required 
the response ‘Spotera’ (‘Puffins are tops’, 
backwards).  

As a marketing tool Puffin Post undeniably 
worked well but perhaps in our social 
media days that role is better served 
by author and publisher websites, with 
magazines taking a less partisan and 
specific role. When Puffin Post was finally 
laid to rest in 2009, Caroline Horn, 
children’s books expert and editor of the 
children’s books resource Reading Zone, 
commented: ‘There is a lot of emotional 
attachment out there to Puffin Post [but] 
with the internet now, they don’t really 
need it. So much is done online and 

through social media, and Penguin and 
Puffin are very good at that … Puffin Post 
is a really expensive way of getting to 
consumers, and you don’t need it if you’ve 
got a lot of online support.’ 

But Puffin Post wasn’t only a marketing 
tool. It was a treasured collection of 
writing that arrived in children’s homes, 
allowing them to share in a literary 
world that was directed entirely to them 
as readers. It was a world that involved 
membership and belonging and gave 
children access to a special place of 
words in which they found pleasure and 
entertainment. 

Many magazines on the market today do 
take the role of marketing as their central 
premise for existence. They predominantly 
market directly to children around 
brands and cultural activities like music 
and film but these magazines also play 
an important role in encouraging young 
people to read. From Barbie to Peppa Pig, 
Horrible Histories to Disney, the mission 
of the magazine is to reinforce the brand 
while also delivering story. 

Alongside the branded magazines, in 
recent years there has been an exciting 
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growth in a boutique magazine industry 
for children that in many ways mirrors 
the independent art and culture magazine 
publishing that is being done for adults. 
Beautiful paper and production values, 
interesting and challenging writing, self-
consciously elegant and sophisticated 
design and wonderful illustration combine 
to create a new category of publishing for 
young people. 

Reflecting the niche-publishing scene 
for adult readers, this market recognises 
that some readers relish the physical 
relationship with the words on a page 
and that they want to be challenged and 
stretched. These magazines offer a range 
of content and artistic styles that are 
not directed at one specific reader with 
one specific set of interests. Like The 
Elizabethan, we see in the new wave of 
magazine publishing content that is not 
gender specific. These magazines avoid 
the use of tropes and stereotyped interests 
and instead aspire to create a literary and 
cultural environment for all readers. 

Anorak magazine and its sister publication 
Dot, for pre-schoolers, focus on art and 
activity for young children, with some 
fun facts and lightly handled information 
included in a bright and non-educational 
way. Here, the idea that magazines are 
allowing children to learn by stealth is 
delightfully played out as young readers 
can draw, doodle, colour in and cut up 
and at the same time learn something 
about the court of Queen Elizabeth I, 
or when to pick blackberries, or how 
fast a turkey can run. If, as the Bookseller 
Conference presentation suggested, 
magazines are a treat with benefits then 
Anorak and Dot perfectly exemplify fun 
activities with the benefit of learning, 
while also delivering an exceptionally 
bright and bold and very high-quality 
magazine that will appeal to adult buyers 
and child users. 

Okido is an arts and science magazine 
for three-to-eight-year-olds. It’s designed 
to engage young children in scientific 
discovery in the most fun and creative 
way. Like Anorak and Dot, it is a riot 
of bold colours and brilliant design 
and is full of imaginative, playful ways 
of engaging with children. All three 

publications raise the bar in their very 
creative approach to design, while the 
content and words support the visual 
strength of the publications. 

A recent addition to the list of magazines 
being published for children is Scoop. Scoop 
is about indulging children’s love of the 
unexpected. The aim of the magazine 
is to enthuse children about the written 
word in as many ways as possible. It’s 
not only about books: it’s about all forms 
of story – hence the ‘Dig into the story’ 
motto. Each issue includes short stories, 
poetry and graphic fiction that will excite 
and entertain. It includes biography 
and non-fiction, exploring everything 
from history and science to art and the 
unexplained. Scoop also features comic 
strips, activities, puzzles and jokes, and 
always with an international perspective. 
The genesis for the magazine came 
about when the founder was researching 
a book and came across The Children’s 
Newspaper. She was inspired by the 

wide-ranging eclectic content as well as 
impressed by the incredible circulation 
figures for the publication. While Scoop 
is unapologetically modern in its outlook 
and determined to represent a diverse 
range of readers and contributors, its 
motivation is quality content that will 
encourage children to think and learn in 
as wide a way as possible. 

While the sales figures of The Children’s 
Newspaper are indeed incredible, it is 
unlikely that those numbers are obtainable 
in the way the market operates today. The 
challenge for all magazines publishing 
at the moment is reaching readers in a 
time-poor but information-rich world. 
How do the publishers of the twenty-two 
new magazines launched in 2016, as well 
as those already in existence like The Week 
Junior, The Phoenix comic and Aquilla, 
find new readers and create a sustainable 
business model? In many ways, this too 
involves taking inspiration from the past: 
creating keen and avid readers who are 
subscribers and who help spread the word 
of the joys of the publications to their 
friends. Word of mouth is still a hugely 
important marketing tool in the world of 

children’s publishing and if as publishers 
we can engage with children they will 
help us widen our network. Much of this 
is done by delivering them a magazine 
that ignites their imaginations and then 
continues to keep that fire burning. It is 
also about offering them opportunities to 
engage directly with the magazine through 
competitions and the possibilities of being 
published alongside well-known writers 
whose work they read and love in book 
form. 

The importance of interactivity is not to 
be underestimated in children’s magazine 
publishing and in some ways takes its 
lead from the world of games, apps and 
social media that children find so much 
pleasure in. Looking at the contents lists 
of magazines from the beginning of the 
1900s, it is clear that even then children 
wanted to be involved, they wanted to 
have their voices heard and they wanted 
to have the opportunity to be published. 
While the core motivations of children 

may not have changed, the way that is 
made manifest and the culture around it 
has developed in ways that the children’s 
publishing industry has responded to. 

What we are seeing now is a flourishing 
of different publishing perspectives with 
opportunities for all children, and their 
parents, to find something that suits their 
magazine-reading needs. Looking at the 
history of magazine publishing, I can 
see that the wealth of content and the 
plethora of styles available today is simply 
the latest manifestation of a long tradition 
of creating excellent content for young 
readers. 

Sarah Odedina is a publisher who has worked 
with some of the greatest contemporary 
writers, including Neil Gaiman, Sharon Creech 
and J.K. Rowling.  She is currently editor-at-
large for Pushkin Press and also editor-in-
chief for Scoop magazine.



RUAILLE BUAILLE 
Ruaille Buaille is a series of annual anthology 
comic books in Irish, suitable for children 
from eight to thirteen and learners of the 
Irish language. It features some of the top 
cartoonists based in Ireland. Two volumes 
of the book are available – Ruaille Buaille 
Vol. 2 was published in November 2016. It is 
available to buy or order through bookshops 
around the country, in some comic shops 
or direct from Coimicí Gael. If you wish to 
submit work for consideration to Coimicí 
Gael, please send links to your work to 
eolas@coimicigael.ie 

Is sraith de chnuasach bliantúil greannán i 
nGaeilge é Ruaille Buaille. Tá na gearrscéalta 
oiriúnach do pháistí ó ocht go trí déag agus 
d’fhoghlaimeoirí Gaeilge chomh maith.  
Bunaíodh Ruaille Buaille chun greannáin 
a chruthú trí Ghaeilge do lucht léite na 
Gaeilge.  Tá cuid de na cartúnaithe is fearr 
lonnaithe in Éirinn i Ruaille Buaille.  Tá dhá 
imleabhar den leabhar le fáil agus bhí Ruaille 
Buaille Imleabhar 2 foilsithe i mí na Samhna 
2016.  Tá sé le fáil chun ceannach nó chun 
ordú trí shiopaí leabhar ar fud na tíre, i 
roinnt de na siopaí greannán agus díreach 
ó Choimicí Gael.  Má theastaíonn uait do 
shaothar a chur faoi bhráid Choimicí Gael 
seol nascanna chuig eolas@coimicigael.ie 

Aidan Courtney

THE LOOKING GLASS 
The Looking Glass was 
founded in 2012 when two 
college students identified 
the need for a free creative 
writing magazine exclusively 
for children’s literature 
and illustration in Ireland. 
Submissions were accepted 
from the general public 
with the aim of showcasing 
both established and up-
and-coming authors and 
illustrators. The magazine’s 
eight issues feature artwork, 
short stories, novel extracts 
and poetry, spanning age 
groups from early readers to 
young adults. Although the 
magazine was discontinued in 
2016, past issues are available 
to download for free on  
www.tlgmagazine.org

Additionally, the website 
continues to feature book 
reviews as well as interviews 
with authors and illustrators, 
including Garth Nix, Kate 
Thompson and Daniel 
Handler (aka Lemony 
Snicket).

Emily Daly
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THE CATERPILLAR 
The Caterpillar features some of the best poetry and short 
stories written by adults for children aged seven to eleven. 
Truly international in feel, each quarterly issue is packed full 
of funny, quirky, sad, moving (and sometimes scary) stories and 
poems – from the likes of Michael Morpurgo, Julie O’Callaghan, 
Frank Cottrell Boyce, Dennis Lee (the man who wrote the 
words to Fraggle Rock) and John Hegley – alongside some 
stunning artwork. And each centrefold features a unique collage 
(including the work of a very famous artist) to inspire readers 
and give them space to doodle. All this might explain why the 
American children’s author Charles Ghigna says, ‘I absolutely 
love love love The Caterpillar,’ and the British author Ian Whybrow 
is of the belief that, ‘Every child should own a Caterpillar.’ 

The editors, Will and Rebecca, are open to submissions from 
adults all year around. Send your story (of no more than 1,000 
words) or up to 6 poems to editor@thecaterpillarmagazine.com. They 
are looking for stories and poems that will inspire and delight 
children and adults, as the best children’s writing does. Will and 
Rebecca are of the firm belief that writing for children should be 
taken as seriously as writing for adults, and that Samuel Johnson 
had it right when he said the two most engaging powers of an 
author are ‘to make new things familiar and familiar things new’. 
They’re also very happy to receive art submissions. 

They also run The Caterpillar Story for Children Prize (you 
can read last year’s winning story in The Irish Times) and The 
Caterpillar Poetry Prize (judged by John Hegley, with a cash prize 
of €1,000 and publication in the summer issue).

An annual subscription (4 issues) to The Caterpillar costs just €24 
and includes post to anywhere in the world, making it an ideal 
gift for the little loved ones in your life, wherever they may be. 

You can also purchase a single issue for €6 or sign up for an 
ongoing subscription.  All details can be found at  
www.thecaterpillarmagazine.com   

Will Govan and Rebecca O’Connor
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Conor Hackett is a publishers’ agent 
(among many other things) – but what 
does that actually mean? Bookseller and 
CBI Book Doctor Kim Harte has known 
Conor for almost a decade, but maybe 
not exactly what drives him or the path 
he took to get to where he is today.

Like so many of us working in children’s 
books, Conor Hackett ended up here 
entirely by accident. His first foray into the 
book trade was a part-time job in Books 
Unlimited, Donaghmede, while studying 
marketing and business administration 
in the College of Marketing and Design, 
where former Laureate na nÓg Niamh 
Sharkey would also study a few years 
later. His interests lay in the creative end 
of advertising but when he graduated 
in the early 1990s Ireland was in a deep 
recession. With the advertising world 
on its knees, he returned to bookselling 
in 1994, this time with the now defunct 
Hughes and Hughes Booksellers. Two 
years later Hackett began working at 
Poolbeg, first as a sales rep and then as 
sales manager. At that time Poolbeg were 
a publishers’ agency as well as a publishing 
press and the Irish agents for Transworld 
Publishers and Walker Books. However, a 
slew of mergers and acquisitions in the late 
nineties saw Transworld move to Random 
House and Poolbeg subsequently opting 
out of the agency business.

Walker Books were now effectively 
without an Irish agent and Hackett was 
effectively out of a job. Having developed 
a strong rapport with the children’s 
publisher during his time at Poolbeg, 
Hackett set up his own agency to represent 
them and HackettFlynn opened for 
business on 1 January 1999. ‘Walker is 
such a big feather to have in one’s cap,’ 
he says, that other publishers soon joined 
forces with the agency. Today he represents 
Walker Books, Barefoot Books, QED 
Publishing, Little Island Books, O’Donnell 
Press, Tate Publishing, Raintree, Curious 
Fox, TeNeues and Chicken House as of 
March this year.

In eighteen years as a publishers’ agent, 
Hackett’s role has grown and changed 
with the ebb and flow of the industry. 
In the late nineties there were more 
bookshops, meaning the agency had a 
much wider client base, and the job was 
simply to sell books to booksellers. The 
books being sold were different then 
too. YA wasn’t quite the phenomenon 
it is today so children’s bookselling 
was mainly about picturebooks and 
middle-grade fiction. The number of 
independent bookshops has declined 
over the years and many have been taken 
over by larger chains whose central 
buyers determine the range of titles for 
the entire group. For Hackett this means 
‘less of an opportunity to get a diversity 

of publishing into the market. But on a 
positive note, those bookshops still exist 
and those booksellers are still selling 
books.’ Far from being downbeat, he says 
a narrower client base has afforded him 
the opportunity to become more involved 
in the marketing and promotional side 
of the business. Now his role as an agent 
involves not only selling books but also 
generating publicity for those books 
and he works in collaboration with the 
marketing department in Walker Books 
to maximise the Irish market. At the time 
of writing, Hackett has his PR hat on for 
the forthcoming release of Patrick and the 
President by Ryan Tubridy and PJ Lynch. 
Much of his time is dedicated to nailing 
down media engagements, a pursuit that 
has instilled in him a profound respect for 
PR professionals.

His role as Walker Books’ Irish agent 
requires bimonthly visits to their HQ 
in London for editorial and sales 
presentations. Here Walker’s sales reps are 
armed with information on forthcoming 
titles and marketing plans. Sales figures 
are reviewed, projections are predicted 
and the enthusiasm each title is likely 
to be met with is gauged. Hackett then 
spends a few days at the beginning of each 
month condensing and consolidating this 
information into sales presentations for 
the Irish booksellers. He’ll typically do 
two or three sales appointments in a day, 
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each about forty-five minutes to an hour 
long. This part of the job takes him all 
over the country, from wholesalers and 
central buyers in Dublin and Belfast to 
educational suppliers in Kildare and to 
indies in Galway and Kilkenny; however, 
most indies buy through the Dublin 
wholesalers. He’s mindful of his buyers, 
their stock and their customer base and 
tailors his presentations accordingly, 
aiming to furnish booksellers with 
knowledge and the right books for their 
children’s section. 

During his bimonthly trips to Walker 
Books, Hackett visits the picturebook 
editorial department, viewing art laid out 
on tables in its raw state and picturebooks 
in progress. This is his favourite part of 
the job. ‘Seeing art in its unpolished form 
and mid-process is what really interests 
me,’ he says. ‘Seeing the finished article 
is brilliant too but I love the process of 
getting there. I used to be one of those 
very goal-orientated people, and maybe it’s 
got something to do with age, but I really 
love the process now. That informs what 
I do and the conversations I have with 
booksellers. Everything I do, being self-
employed, has to have a purpose otherwise 
it’s just self-indulgent. Or at least those 
times of self-indulgence have a purpose in 
that they inform what I do.’

Picturebooks are clearly his passion but 
Hackett says he didn’t come into this 
business because of an overt appreciation 
of art and illustration. In fact, this 
appreciation, or at least his awareness of 
it, developed quietly and organically over 
time. He traces his love for picturebooks 
back to early childhood readings of 
Nicky and His Forest Friends by Marilyn 
Nickson, the first picturebook he ever 
owned, and a fascination with animation 
when growing up. He still has his first 
picturebook and when he opens it now it 
evokes a strong sense of childhood and 
memories of his father reading to him. 
‘For adults,’ he says, ‘picturebooks from 
childhood transport you back to that time. 
Art is really important because it changes 
the way we remember things and alters 
our frame of reference.’ He recalls being 
particularly enamoured of animated films 
set in cities and attributes his fondness for 
picturebooks with urban settings to the 
cityscapes of Disney’s 101 Dalmations and 
The Aristocats.

For him, picturebooks are vital, not just 
in the early years, but to children of 
all ages. ‘While fiction, and literature 
generally, pokes at their imagination, 
makes them think differently and helps 
with critical reasoning,’ he says, ‘art has a 
very specific and different impact. I love 

the fact that my daughter, at the age of 
ten, will still happily sit with me and read 
a picturebook.’ Furthermore, Hackett 
sees picturebooks as a great leveller and 
as a way of bringing everybody into the 
world of books and literature. ‘Put kids 
with varying attention spans and levels of 
literacy in front a piece of art and they can 
all engage.’ He points out that as society 
becomes increasingly visually orientated, 
picturebooks can help children to navigate 
the world by developing their visual 
literacy.

Looking back at the countless 
picturebooks he’s represented down 
through the years, he finds it difficult to 
choose favourites. ‘The way you look at 
art changes over the years,’ he says, ‘much 
more so than my appreciation of what I 
read changes. Maybe I’m hardwired in 
that way.’ In terms of fiction, the work 
of Patrick Ness particularly resonates 
with him. ‘When I read a Patrick Ness 
book I’m always struck by the voice and 
how true it is. He’s just so insightful and 
there’s a kindness there and an empathy 
and, ultimately, a sense of hope.’ For 
Hackett, the books that he counts among 
his favourites are the ones that provided 
an experience beyond the story itself. ‘I 
picked up the first Chaos Walking in 
proof and I remember I sat out in my 
back garden all wrapped up reading it. It 
was freezing but I only came inside when 
I couldn’t feel my feet.’ A Monster Calls 
provided a similarly visceral experience. ‘I 
finished reading it sitting outside a shop 
in Terminal 1 in Heathrow with tears 
streaming down my face,’ he says. ‘These 
are the moments I most remember from 
reading – starting Chaos Walking and 
finishing A Monster Calls.’

Hackett returns to his bookselling roots 
once a year at the National Crafts and 
Design Fair in the RDS, where he mans a 
carefully curated book stall consisting of 
fifty to sixty children’s titles. The customer 
base at the fair is eclectic and includes 
people who don’t ordinarily come into 
contact with children’s books. Hackett 

enjoys interacting directly with customers, 
getting feedback on the books he shows 
them, and is particularly intrigued by 
what people say no to and why. ‘I enjoy 
challenging people when they walk by with 
their babies in their arms and say, “She’s 
too young, maybe in a few years,”’ he says. 
To this, he’ll whip out a Lucy Cousins 
book, or something with a heavy black 
outline and high-contrast illustration, 
and watch the child’s wide-eyed response 
and the parent’s dawning realisation that 
maybe she’s not too young for books after 
all. He often gets returning customers 
who tell him what their niece, nephew 
or grandchild thought of the books they 
bought the previous year. This feedback is 
what he misses most from his bookselling 
days.

2016 was a strong year for children’s 
books, both here and in the UK. The 
demographic for picturebooks and 
illustrated texts is widening to include 
adults, a shift reflected in the launch of 
the Walker Studio imprint last year. The 
ethos behind the new imprint is ‘to create 
a list of beautiful books with engaging 
design, high-quality illustration and 
superior production values’. According 
to Walker, ‘over the years we have 
discovered that some titles really stand 
out with sophistication that appeals not 
only to children, but also to book lovers 
and design lovers of all ages’. At present, 
the book market is buoyant and there’s a 
tentative hope for growth in 2017. This 
hope is somewhat tempered, however, by 
the recent state decision to outsource the 
majority of the procurement of library 
books to a UK wholesaler, a decision 
Hackett fears will be catastrophic for the 
Irish book trade. 

According to the Irish Booksellers 
Association, the decision to grant 60% 
of the €6 million annual contract to a 
UK company is likely to put at least three 
Irish companies out of business. Hackett 
believes this decision to be as short-sighted 
and misguided as the idea of staffless 
libraries for the simple reason that ‘these 
companies are wholesalers, not library 
suppliers, and they don’t hold the diversity 
and range of stock that libraries require’. 
He goes on to say that ‘the UK wholesalers 
are, of course, well within their rights to 
pitch for these contracts but I don’t think 
they’re as well placed to meet the needs of 
the libraries as the Irish companies who 
have been dedicated to that for as long as I 
can remember. So, it’s likely that over the 
next few years library suppliers will start 
closing down in Ireland and we’ll have 
the same situation that they have in the 
UK, where they used to have 200 library 
suppliers and now there are three or four.’
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He still has his first 
picturebook and when he 

opens it now it evokes a strong 
sense of childhood  

and memories of his father 
reading to him



The HackettFlynn portfolio represents 
a diversity of publishing that includes 
big publishing houses like Walker Books 
and smaller ones like Dublin-based Little 
Island Books. So how does scale and 
location affect a publisher’s operations 
and its position in the Irish market? 
‘Because it’s such a precarious business,’ 
Hackett says, ‘small publishers like Little 
Island Books know exactly what they’re 
doing and have confidence in everything 
that they publish.’ Most of the authors 
published by Little Island Books are based 
in Ireland, meaning they’re available for 
press and publicity and are likely to be 
active in schools too. ‘Lots of customers 
walk into bookshops and ask specifically 
for something by an Irish author or 
publisher so both bookshops and schools 
are well disposed towards that publishing,’ 
he says. The Butterfly Heart by Paula 
Leyden and Jane Mitchell’s Chalkline are 
examples of books that were adopted as 
class novels and subsequently reprinted 
several times. Thus, engagement with 
schools is an important part of Irish 
children’s publishing.

In 2010 Hackett was noticing a dearth 
of Irish-language sections in bookshops 
around the country. He reckoned the 
retail market needed Irish-language 
children’s publishing with a distinctly 
commercial impetus behind it to redress 
this and pitched the idea of an Irish-
language imprint to Walker Books. The 
idea was to translate and publish a range 
of commercially successful Irish-authored 
or -illustrated picturebooks that are 
recognisable to parents who have read the 
English-language editions. In 2012, with 
the help of a small grant from Foras na 
Gaeilge, Walker Éireann was launched 
with the publication of four titles: Tomhais 
Méid Mo Ghrá Duit le Sam McBratney agus 
Anita Jeram (the English-language edition 

of which, Guess How Much I Love You, 
has sold thirty million copies worldwide), 
Ulchabháin Óga (Owl Babies) le Martin 
Waddell agus Patrick Benson, Stiúcaí 
Stiúgtha (The Ravenous Beast) le Niamh 
Sharkey and Ar Strae Beagán (A Bit Lost) le 
Chris Haughton.

The books are translated by Gabriel 
Rosenstock, a poet, playwright, author 
and translator, whom Hackett become 
aware of when he stumbled across a copy 
of An Garbhán (The Gruffalo) which is 
translated by Rosenstock. Even with his 
rusty Irish, Hackett was struck by the 
text’s fluidity and cadence and felt that 
Rosenstock was an ideal fit for Walker 
Éireann. As a poet and picturebook 
writer himself, ‘he understands how 
picturebooks work and has a lyrical ability 
and affinity with the form,’ Hackett says. 
Rosenstock is also a haikuist as gaeilge, so 
who better to translate a picturebook, the 
haiku of children’s literature? 

Ten books have been published under 
the Walker Éireann imprint thus far with 
the possibility of more to come. Tomhais 
Méid Mo Ghrá Duit and Ulchabháin Óga 
have gone on to be reprinted several times 

and two thousand copies of the former 
have even sold on the far-flung east coast 
of America. Hackett recalls Tadhg Mac 
Dhonnagáin, director of Futa Fata, saying 
that Walker Éireann had raised all boats 
with regard to the visibility of children’s 
publishing in the Irish language. ‘If that’s 
a fact,’ Hackett says, ‘I’m very happy with 
that. If it has beefed out the Irish-language 
sections in bookshops and there are more 
regular sales so they don’t have to justify 
their shelf space, I’m happy.’

In 2014 Hackett was elected to the board 
of Children’s Books Ireland and says it 
was ‘a real honour to be asked to join’. He 
had always been interested in the work 
of the organisation and has a particular 
interest in book gifting, a project that 
Niamh Sharkey initiated during her time 
as Laureate na nÓg. ‘Following on from 
all the groundwork she did on that, it’s 
something that I hope CBI can achieve 
on a national level,’ he says. Small-scale 
book-gifting projects, such as Brown Bag’s 
Bookbag scheme, are aimed primarily 
at DEIS schools and Hackett would like 
to see a nationwide programme that 
includes children from all socioeconomic 
backgrounds. ‘Again, it comes back to the 
issue of government spending,’ he says. 
‘It’s easier to get funding for disadvantaged 
areas but, of course, there are children 
who don’t live in disadvantaged areas and 
have no access to books or whose families 
don’t value books.’

He shares Sharkey and CBI’s vision of 
a scheme in which a book is gifted to 
every child born in Ireland, perhaps 
accompanied by a letter from the 
president. ‘I think, not only is that a nice 
thing to happen, but it says something 
about Ireland and its value of literature 
and culture. I think it would be something 
significant because we are already known 
internationally for the vibrancy of our 
literature and culture and this would be 
a way of supporting that.’ For Hackett, 
schemes such as this and publishing that 
represents social diversity and gives a voice 
to marginalised groups are steps towards 
a more inclusive Irish society. Books like 
Paula Leyden’s forthcoming Keepsake, 
which is about the friendship between a 
child from a Traveller family and a girl 
from a non-Traveller background ‘will help 
us engage and facilitate a conversation, 
build bridges and create an inclusive 
society through literature’. And isn’t that 
what the world needs now?

Kim Harte has been a children’s bookseller 
for almost a decade. She is a CBI Book Doctor 
and a former director of the board of CBI.
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Lots of customers walk into 
bookshops and ask specifically 

for something by an Irish 
author or publisher so both 
bookshops and schools are 
well disposed towards that 

publishing

L-R: David O’Callaghan, Patrick Ness and Conor Hackett
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As chair of this year’s judging panel, Dr 
Patricia Kennon discusses the challenge 
and reward of awarding excellence in 
children’s books. She introduces the 
2016/17 judging panel and the ten 
shortlisted titles, ranging from books for 
the very small up to young adults. This 
year’s list includes non-fiction, poetry 
and Irish language. 

Samuel Johnson said that ‘the two most 
engaging powers of an author are to make 
new things familiar and familiar things 
new’. This juxtaposition of the new and 
the familiar takes on extra resonance 
in light of the transformative power of 
literature both to reflect young people’s 
lives and to create imaginative gateways 
to different experiences and new ideas. 
Each year the jury for the Children’s 
Books Ireland Book of the Year Awards 
(formerly the Bisto Awards) explores 
and examines Irish storytelling and 
illustration for children and young adults 
in both Irish and English and across all 
genres, formats and reading ages, using 
the principle and standard of excellence 
as the compass for creating the annual 
shortlist of outstanding books. I have been 
honoured to act as both judge and chair 
of the awards and I can attest personally 
and professionally to the simultaneously 
daunting and inspiring nature of this 
process! 

The crucial qualities that shortlisted works 
must demonstrate are literary excellence, 
respect for young readers, engaging and 
entertaining young audiences, and offering 
child and teenage readers a stimulating, 
sustained and satisfying experience. The 
awards emphasise the importance of 
the aesthetic, imaginative, intellectual 
and emotional resonance of literature 
for young readers, and celebrate artistic 
and literary distinction, innovation and 
impact. CBI’s commitment to respecting 
and advocating for the voices and 
perspectives of children and young adults 
is demonstrated in the enriching presence 
of a Young Judge as a member of the jury 
and the establishment of the Children’s 
Choice Award, voted for by groups of 
young people as part of the CBI Awards 
Shadowing Scheme. 

Books only merit a place on the shortlist 
if they have been deemed worthy of 
representing the finest in Irish literature 
for young people and as excellent on 
both a national and international 
scale, and the implications of the jury’s 
judgements are significant for the Irish 
children’s book industry and the status 
of Irish children’s literature in Ireland 
and abroad. In addition to the CBI Book 
of the Year Award and Judges’ Special 
Award, the awards honour excellence in 
the arenas of illustration and fiction, in 
addition to acknowledging impressive 
debut storytelling voices with the Eilís 
Dillon Award for a first children’s 

book. The shortlisted books’ potential 
for authentically representing young 
people’s experiences, transforming 
young readers’ inner lives and enriching 
their relationships with the wider world 
are central to the ethos and purpose 
of the awards. I would like to take this 
opportunity to thank my fellow judges for 
their generosity, dedication and expertise, 
to commend past winners and shortlisted 
authors and illustrators of the CBI Book 
of the Year Awards over the last decades 
for all the pleasure and enrichment 
they have given to me and thousands of 
readers, young and old, and, finally, to 
congratulate in advance the winners and 
shortlisted authors and illustrators for this 
year’s awards. These exceptional books 
more than fulfil the challenge of rendering 
new things familiar and familiar things 
new and act as powerful and memorable 
ambassadors of the best in Irish writing 
and illustration for young readers. 

Dr Patricia Kennon is a lecturer in English 
Literature in the School of Education, 
National University of Ireland, Maynooth. She 
is the Vice President of the Irish Society for 
the Study of Children’s Literature, a former 
Editor in Chief of Inis magazine and a former 
President of iBbY Ireland. 



ANNA LIZA AND THE HAPPY PRACTICE 
Eoin Colfer 

Barrington Stoke 
ISBN 9781781125595 • 5–8 

Anna Liza’s mother is a psychiatrist 
and Anna loves to help cheer up the 

unhappy children of her mum’s patients. 
However, her usual songs and favourite 

jokes don’t work with Edward who’s 
sad because his dad is sad so Anna Liza 

devises an unorthodox plan … This 
empathetic and optimistic first-chapter 
book has an irresistible appeal. Eoin 

Colfer’s deceptively simple story sensitively 
explores mental health issues while 
Matt Robertson’s witty and humane 
illustrations perfectly interpret and 

resonate with the text. 

BILLY BUTTON, TELEGRAM BOY 
illustrated by Sheena Dempsey 

Barrington Stoke 
ISBN 9781781125328 • 5–8 

Set at a time before mobile phones and 
email, this enticing historical chapter 

book chronicles the adventures of Billy 
Button, a telegram boy who finds himself 
involved in more than delivering messages 

when grumpy Mr Grundle receives 
an unexpected message from an old 

sweetheart. Sheena Dempsey’s delightfully 
nostalgic and whimsical illustrations, 
accomplished enhancement of Sally 

Nicholls’ text and visual interweaving of 
historical details skilfully conjure the time 

period, creating a warm and beguiling 
narrative experience for young readers. 

BLIAIN NA nAMHRÁN 
Tadhg Mac Dhonnagáin 

maisithe ag Jennifer Farley, Brian Fitzgerald, 
Tarsila Krüse agus Christina O’Donovan 
Futa Fata • ISBN 9781910945216 • 3–7 
This sumptuous illustrated collection 
of songs in Irish invites young and old 
audiences to celebrate the seasons and 

the natural world. Accompanied by a CD 
and beautifully illustrated by a team of 

accomplished illustrators, this multimedia 
collection offers a special aesthetic 

experience. 

Cabhraíonn na hamhráin Ghaeilge seo 
le daoine, idir óg agus aosta, ceiliúradh a 
dhéanamh ar na séasúir agus ar an dúlra. 
Is eagrán maisithe é seo de na hamhráin 
agus tá léaráidí áille sa chnuasach seo a 
thugann eispéireas céadfach dúinn. Tá 
dlúthdhiosca ar fáil in éineacht leis an 

eagrán maisithe. 

GOODNIGHT EVERYONE 
Chris Haughton 
Walker Books  

ISBN 9781406352320 • 1+ 
The sun is setting, everyone in the forest 

is getting sleepy but one little bear is 
trying to stay awake … Chris Haughton’s 
vibrant illustrations combine perfectly 

with deceptively simple narrative in this 
mesmerising bedtime tale. Chronicling a 
series of animal yawns, the colour palette 

gradually darkens as the world of the 
forest is painted in sunset. Haughton’s use 
of cut-outs is particularly effective and the 
star maps in the endpapers add a mystic 

dimension to this captivating story. 

HISTOROPEDIA  
Fatti Burke and John Burke  

Gill Books • ISBN 9780717171132 • 8+ 
Time travellers of all ages will be 

engrossed and delighted by this absorbing 
chronicle of Ireland’s history and mythic 

past across the eras to the present day. 
This talented father and daughter team 
have established a perfect partnership 
of research, text and visual storytelling 

where the innovative design deepens and 
skilfully visually interprets the rich and 
accessible range of historical knowledge. 

Readers young and old will enjoy 
exploring this creative, impressive and 

gorgeously executed narrative experience. 

NEEDLEWORK 
Deirdre Sullivan 

Little Island Books  
ISBN 9781910411506 • 15+ 

Needlework by Deirdre Sullivan is a poetic 
and eloquent exploration of violation, 
abuse and neglect and advocacy of the 
transformative power of art. Starkly 

genuine and sincere, Sullivan’s powerful 
use of the metaphor of tattooing invites 
reflection about identity, difference, self-

protection and self-invention. This searing 
yet delicate representation of adolescent 

experience will resonate deeply with 
teenagers and is a story that needs to be 

told and needs to be read.  
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ÓRÓ NA CIRCÍNÍ 
athinste ag Gabriel Rosenstock 

maisithe ag Brian Fitzgerald 
An Gúm • ISBN 9781857919059 • 9–11 

This collection of retellings of oral African 
stories juxtaposes the traditional and the 
contemporary while honouring the tales’ 
cultural contexts and is sensitively retold 
by Gabriel Rosenstock and evocatively 
illustrated by Brian Fitzpatrick. Perfect 
for reading aloud and for independent 

readers. 

Is cnuasach béaloidis é seo de scéalta 
ón Afraic a bhfuil blas traidisúnta agus 
blas comhaimseartha le brath iontu. Tá 
comhthéacsanna cultúrtha mar chroílár 

na scéalta. Athinsíonn Gabriel Rosenstock 
na scéalta seo go híogair agus maisíonn 

Brian Fitzpatrick iad go hallabhrach. 
Is scéalta iad seo atá oiriúnach don 

léitheoireacht neamhspleách nó don 
léitheoireacht os ard.  

PLAIN JANE 
Kim Hood 

The O’Brien Press 
ISBN 9781847178541 • 12+ 

Jane’s little sister Emma has cancer and 
for the last three years has occupied all 
their parents’ attention. Jane loves and 
worries about her little sister but still 

can’t help resenting her parents for not 
noticing the impact that Emma’s illness 

is having on her. Kim Hood’s novel 
sensitively and movingly explores what it 
is like to struggle with a mental illness, 

the push and pull of family dynamics, the 
turbulence of young adulthood and the 
difficulties of seeing someone you love 

suffer.  

THE CALL 
Peadar Ó Guilín 

David Fickling Books 
ISBN 9781910200971 • 14+ 

Cut off from the rest of the world by 
carnivorous Sídhe, Irish children over 

the age of ten wait in fear to be abducted 
and hunted by these vicious faery folk. 

Following the travails of several teenagers, 
including Nessa (unlikely to survive the 

‘Call’ due to being permanently disabled 
from polio), this intense story does not 

flinch from exploring the price of survival. 
Ó Guilín has created an engrossing young 
adult novel with rich world building and 
a distinctive evocation of dread, suspense 

and resilience. 

THE MINISTRY OF STRANGE, UNUSUAL 
AND IMPOSSIBLE THINGS 

Paul Gamble 
Little Island Books 

ISBN 9781910411544 • 9+ 
Get ready for a rollercoaster of zaniness, 
adventure and hilarity! This debut novel 

by Paul Gamble skilfully juxtaposes 
the fantastical, thoughtful, comic and 

mundane. The relentlessly curious Jack, 
on a mission to find his missing friend, 
is recruited into the secret Ministry of 
Strange and Unusual and Impossible 
Things (Ministry of S.U.I.T.’s) which 
deals with all the weird creatures and 

objects in the world. Enhanced by witty 
footnotes and explanatory subsections, 

this deliciously imaginative and immersive 
novel is a joy to read.
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2016/17 JUDGING PANEL 
Jane Suzanne Carroll is an assistant professor 
of Children’s Literature at Trinity College 
Dublin. Her teaching and research interests 
include children’s literature, landscape and 
material culture in fiction.

Aidan Courtney is a cartoonist, writer and 
publishes the Irish-language anthology Ruaille 
Buaille through Coimicí Gael. He also gives 
workshops in Irish and bilingually on how 
to draw cartoons as well as create comic 
stories. He has worked as a bookseller in 
Ireland and Canada.  He loves reading and 
strong tea.

Sära Furlong is a long-time friend of Children’s 
Books Ireland. By day Sära is a lead designer for 
IBM Design; by night she is an illustrator and 
animator with a love and passion for all things 
children’s books.

Vivienne Luke is a children’s bookseller and 
buyer at Dubray Books, where she runs a junior 
book club and coordinates author events. She 
regularly writes reviews for Inis magazine.

Caoimhe Nic Lochlainn currently lectures 
in Fiontar agus Scoil na Gaeilge, Dublin City 
University. She has published articles on 
Bailiúchán na Scol/The Schools’ Collection and 
An Gúm’s translations for children. 

Alan Nolan is the writer and illustrator of 
Fintan’s Fifteen and Conor’s Caveman, both 
published by The O’Brien Press.

Julie Rowan is a qualified librarian, and has 
been working in Wesley College for the past 
eighteen years. She is a former chair of the 
board of Children’s Books Ireland.

Matthew Teo is a current student of Wesley 
College in Transition Year and the Young Judge 
for the CBI Book of the Year Awards 2016/17. 
He enjoys reading his favourite books while 
listening to music.
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Eoin Colfer

Barrington Stoke

Historopedia
Fatti Burke and John Burke

Gill Books

Plain Jane
Kim Hood

The O’Brien Press Needlework
Deirdre Sullivan

Little Island Books

Children's Books Ireland
Leabhair Pháistí Éireann

The Ministry of Strange, Unusual 
and Impossible Things

Paul Gamble
Little Island Books

The Call
Peadar Ó Guilín
David Fickling Books

Óró na Circíní agus  
Scéalta Eile ón Afraic

athinste ag Gabriel Rosenstock
maisithe ag Brian Fitzgerald

An Gúm

Goodnight Everyone
Chris Haughton

Walker Books

Billy Button, Telegram Boy
illustrated by Sheena Dempsey

Barrington Stoke

Bliain na nAmhrán
Tadhg Mac Dhonnagáin, maisithe ag 

Jennifer Farley, Brian Fitzgerald, Tarsila Krüse 
agus Christina O’Donovan

Futa Fata

Celebrating excellence in writing and illustration
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Having emigrated to Ireland exactly 
twenty years ago, illustrator and lecturer 
Margaret Anne Suggs is perfectly placed 
to cast an eye back over the illustration 
scene here in Ireland. On arrival, she 
wondered if she perhaps had stepped 
back in time. But now, in 2017, she sees 
much to laud and applaud over those 
intervening years and looks to the future 
with well-placed optimism. 

Children’s Books Ireland, with its 
promise to celebrate children’s books 
as an art form, has done immeasurable 
work to support and promote the role 
of the illustrator. It is through their 
growth and progress that we have all – 
readers, librarians, authors, publishers, 
buyers, illustrators – benefitted, but 
it has been an especially long road for 
illustrators. Over the last twenty years 
in Ireland, illustration has gone from 
what dean of design at London College 
of Communications, Lawrence Zeegan, 
describes as a ‘near death experience’ to 
a ‘radical rebirth’. The events and people 
that can be held responsible for this 
growth, development, improvement and 
change in quality as well as quantity in 
illustration are many and complex, but 
they have all played important roles.

Thinking back to 1996, two organisations, 
Children’s Literature Association Ireland 
and the Irish Children’s Book Trust, had 
just amalgamated to form Children’s 
Books Ireland, Apple was just beginning 

their world domination of design, Angela’s 
Ashes had just seen world-wide release, 
mad cow disease was destroying farms 
and the staples on every child’s bookshelf 
were Ladybirds, Dr Seuss and, of course, 
a selection of Irish myths and legends. 
It also happened to be the year that an 
innocent from Georgia decided it was time 
to pursue a master’s degree at the National 
College of Art and Design, and I moved 
to Ireland to explore the possibilities of 
illustration in Europe. I left a scene in the 
states that was buzzing with multicultural 
themes and multiracial characters to 
step off the plane in Dublin and wonder 
to myself why everyone in Ireland 
was so white and the picturebooks so 
homogenous. How things have changed!

In the late 1990s, stock illustration and 
clip art became acceptable, partly because 
the design branch of commercial art 
was growing by leaps and bounds due to 

affordable desktop-publishing packages. 
Designers using these packages could 
create their own type and design straight 
onto the screen, no longer having to be 
able to draw, so illustration fell out of 
favour. Stock illustration was generic 
and attracted generic work from generic 
clients for generic fees. However, while 
a number of illustrators could no longer 
attract their bread-and-butter work and 
had to leave the industry, there were a few 
sparkling lights in the dark night sky. The 
biggest and brightest sparks in children’s 
book illustration at the time were Peggy 
Rathmann, Tomi Ungerer and Quentin 
Blake.

These artists were working traditionally, 
were masters of their craft and were 
reflecting their cultures through their 
art. Rathmann took the 1996 Caldecott 
Award (USA only) and Ungerer won the 
1998 Hans Christian Andersen Medal for 
illustration. Ungerer’s books (which he 
wrote as well) had a richness of colour and 
a gruesomeness of story. Blake received the 
2002 Hans Christian Andersen Medal for 
illustration, but only after he was named 
the UK’s inaugural Children’s Laureate 
in 1999. Blake’s work remains instantly 
recognisable and inextricably linked to 
the stories of Roald Dahl. On the heels of 
these well-established giants of illustration 
came some young picturebook makers 
who were ready for change and whom the 
young Irish illustrators watched.

DRAWING ON THE 
PAST AND PICTURING 
THE FUTURE

On the heels of these 
well-established giants of 

illustration came some young 
picturebook makers who were 
ready for change and whom 
the young Irish illustrators 

watched

photo credit © International Literature Festival Dublin
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Julia Donaldson, while not an illustrator, 
has been called ‘the Seuss of our time’ and 
has breathed new life into the children’s 
book world. Since the publication of the 
multi-million-copy-selling The Gruffalo 
with Axel Scheffler in 1999, Donaldson 
has published multiple books yearly 
and to date has written more than 
eighty stories. Donaldson’s name alone 
is enough to encourage a reader to buy 
books written by her, and the fact that she 
works with a selection of image-makers 
speaks to the versatility of her repertoire. 
While Donaldson’s most recognisable 
partnership is with Axel Scheffler, he is 
by no means elite. Donaldson has teamed 
with more than a dozen co-creators, a 
list of which reads like a who’s who of 
illustration – Lydia Monks, Joel Stewart, 
Nick Sharatt, Anna Currey, David 
Roberts, Emily Gravett, Rebecca Cobb, 
Charlotte Voake and Sara Ogilvie.

Lauren Child made her indelible mark 
with a loose use of collage and quirky, 
child-like characters and took home 
the 2000 Kate Greenaway Medal. Her 
illustration style was new and fun and 
was matched by her voice as an author, 
which spoke not only from a child’s point 
of view but also in a childlike jumble of 
words. The design of Child’s books were 
as stream-of-consciousness as her art and 
the typography reflected the intonations 
and kookiness of what the characters had 
to say. Her text became part of the visual, 
leaving the line between word and image 
blurred with the best possible results. 
Child opened a door for self-expression in 
the children’s book format that had long 
been stuck shut.

Our own Oliver Jeffers also burst through 
that door in 2004 with his succinct and 
touching How to Catch a Star. His work 
seemed effortless but it came along at a 
time when illustrators and designers were 
not very much in sync. Designers seemed 
to have lost interest in the holistic design 
of the book as an object. Bits of text were 
broken into bite-sized chunks and put 
onto standard-sized pages wherever they 
might fit between pictures. Jeffers’s books 
were entirely designed as a whole. Like 
Child, he considered the text and the 
image to be inseparable parts that made 
up a single piece. His books were emotive, 
rich and stylised. And they were beautiful 
objects of art. Jeffers told his own stories 
in his own way and remained true to what 
he wished to create – and illustrators not 
only admired him for it but also wondered 
if they too could succeed in this way.

The reason Irish illustrators were so busy 
looking to the UK was probably more 
proximity than inspiration. Nowadays 

it is easy to forget that Ireland is, in 
fact, an island, but in the late 1990s 
the Internet was still new and only the 
technologically savvy enjoyed the benefits 
of being ‘online’. In 2000, only 18 per 
cent of the total population was using 
the Internet. Illustrators were restricted 
in their research by what could be found 
in print, in English, and was not too 
expensive or obscure to ship to Ireland. 
By 2005 about half the population had 
access to the Internet and the following 
year the verb ‘google’ was officially added 
to the dictionary. Changes were more 
apparent by 2010, when a full 70 per 
cent of Ireland’s population was online 
and there was wide access to illustrated 
imagery on the Internet, which opened 
up a world of new ideas. Illustrators now 
knew what was going on outside of Ireland 
and professional standards were quickly 
pushed higher. Worldwide Internet access 
also allowed illustrators to work outside 
of Ireland with greater ease and many 
illustrators found success with their 
international collaborations.

Changes really began at home around 
2005. Bookfest (now the Inis Reading 
Guide) was being printed in colour and 
Irish authors, illustrators and publishers 
were tagged for their contributions. PJ 
Lynch, Niamh Sharkey and Marie-Louise 
Fitzpatrick had long been flying the flag 
for Irish illustration – and they are the 
names that a generation of children will 
remember for their outstanding talents in 
picturebook making – but new illustrators 
were starting to emerge, and, thankfully 
Lynch, Sharkey and Fitzpatrick were 
welcoming and encouraging. All three 
were members of Illustrators Ireland, and 
all three were active with CBI. Illustrators 
Ireland was set up in 2000, originally 
as the Illustrators Guild of Ireland, 
and though the members were active in 
different aspects of illustration, children’s 
books illustration was not popular and 
the membership remained stagnant. In 
2012, however, when Niamh Sharkey 
was named Ireland’s second Laureate na 
nÓg, a fire was lit! Laureate na nÓg is an 
initiative of the Arts Council with the 
support of the Arts Council of Northern 
Ireland, Children’s Books Ireland, Poetry 

Ireland and the Department of Children 
and Youth Affairs. The programme 
was set up in 2010 and author Siobhán 
Parkinson was the first holder of the 
distinguished title. Part of Sharkey’s 
campaign as laureate was to raise the 
profile of picturebooks and the illustrators 
in Ireland producing them. Sharkey was 
a well-known illustrator in her own right 
and had been awarded the final Mother 
Goose Award for promising new illustrator 
in 1999. As curator of ‘Pictiúr’, Sharkey 
put together an exhibition of some of 
the top illustrators working during her 
term. Importantly, this show travelled to 
the Bologna Children’s Book Fair, the 
European Parliament and to our own Irish 
Museum of Modern Art. Through this 
single exhibition, the illustration talents 
in Ireland received very much deserved 
national and international recognition.

Once CBI and Sharkey, as the laureate, 
had taken Irish illustration to the Bologna 
Children’s Book Fair, the standard was 
set. Every year since 2013 CBI has assisted 
Illustrators Ireland in their visual presence 
at the fair. Not only do the members of 
Illustrators Ireland show their illustrations 
at the fair, but they are more aware of 
the international standards and recent 
trends and successes in illustration. It is 
this awareness of what is happening in the 
international market that keeps the quality 
up and pushes illustrators to compete at a 
higher level.

Sharkey also encouraged Illustrators 
Ireland members to become involved with 
her drive to promote Irish illustration. 
Instead of staging a one-woman show at 
the influential and trendy Illustration 
Cupboard in London, she opted to 
invite members to submit work to be 
shown alongside hers. The resulting show 
featured the talents of twenty members 
and hung for a month during the summer 
of 2014. Sharkey’s willingness to share the 
spotlight at this level underscores her love 
of the craft and her respect for her peers.

Another event that can be credited with 
increasing the awareness and importance 
of illustration is Dublin’s annual creative 
conference, Offset. The first Offset in 
2009 featured amazing illustrators Dave 
McKean, Tara McPherson and James 
Jean. Though previously the curators have 
habitually and woefully overlooked women 
creatives as valuable contributors to the 
industry, this year Marion Deuchars, 
Yasmeen Ismail and Laura Carlin were on 
the list of main-stage speakers. Hopefully 
they will continue to include international 
illustrators, big-name illustrators and 
women from all disciplines.  

It is this awareness of what is 
happening in the international 
market that keeps the quality 
up and pushes illustrators to 

compete at a higher level
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Finally, the most important circumstance 
that has contributed, and will continue to 
contribute, to the quality of illustration 
in Ireland is education in illustration 
and the connected arts. Through the 
establishment of a number of courses and 
professional-development events over the 
last ten years, awareness of the need for 
an official educational qualification for 
illustrators has arisen. Until 2008, there 
was no qualification in Ireland dedicated 
to illustration. Of course there were 
illustration units of study on most visual-
communications or graphic-arts courses, 
but students wishing for a specialisation 
in illustration had to go abroad to study. 
When I founded the Higher National 
Diploma (BTEC) in Illustration at 
Ballyfermot College of Further Education 
in 2008, there were over 120 applicants 
for a meagre 20 places. Given such evident 
hunger to study illustration, other courses 
began to spring up, some short term, 
some night classes and, notable among 
them, Adrienne Geoghegan’s illustration 
bootcamps. While the BTEC course was 
suitable for students and those starting out 

with their artistic pursuits, Bootcamp was 
set up for seasoned creatives looking for a 
more focused review of the discipline of 
illustration. These courses filled quickly 
and remain fully subscribed even today. 
Students have to have strong portfolios to 
gain entry and, once they have secured a 
place on the course of their choice, they 
tend to work hard, knowing that the 
competition is fierce.

Through these courses, we are educating 
the next generation of illustrators at 
the grass roots. We are aiming not just 
to improve quality and professional 
standards, but also to build relationships 
with connected arts such as design and 
animation, to forge links with like-
minded organisations such as the Arts 
Council, iBbY Ireland, CBI, Words 
Ireland and Publishers Ireland, and to 
move toward better business practice 
with the support of campaigns such as 
#picturesmeanbusiness.

Though this renaissance should not yet be 
labelled a ‘golden age’ in Irish illustration, 
we are on the cusp of some really exciting 

changes. In the future I hope to see more 
and stronger collaborations between 
artists, as we saw this year with Sam 
Winston and Oliver Jeffers’s Bologna 
Ragazzi Award for Fiction winning 
A Child of Books. I hope to see more 
experimentation with media mixing or 
more traditional and digital hybrids. I 
hope to see better marriages of design 
and illustration – work that appears to 
be ‘of the same hand’ – such as is evident 
in David Mackintosh’s or Lauren Child’s 
work. I hope to see more honesty of style. 
Mostly, with the indefatigable backing of 
our sister arts organisations and educators, 
I expect to see plenty more Irish success.

Born and raised in the deep south, Margaret 
Anne Suggs moved to Dublin to complete her 
master’s at NCAD. Currently the promotions 
officer for Illustrators Ireland, when she is not 
illustrating, she is lecturing at BCFE where 
she founded the illustration course. Her latest 
books are the award-winning, best-selling 
Pigín of Howth (Gill Books) and Cup of Tea 
(Clavis).

READING CAMPAIGN/FESTIVAL  
IMAGES OVER THE YEARS

Since 2005 Children’s Books Ireland has been 
commissioning Irish illustrators annually to create 
an image to illustrate the annual Reading Campaign 
(formerly the Children’s Book Festival). This is in keeping 
with CBI’s strategic aim to recognise, celebrate and 
promote Irish illustration. This image is then reproduced 
on posters, bookmarks, stickers and on the cover of the 
Inis Reading Guide.

In 2010, at the request of commissioned illustrator 
Kevin Waldron, a slogan was added. This proved to be a 
fantastic addition to the posters. Since 2014, when we 
adapted from a month-long festival to an annual reading 
campaign, the slogan has become invaluable and forms 
the basis of our focus. All posters, bookmarks and stickers 
are reproduced bilingually, and since 2014 the double-
sided posters feature the slogan in both languages. The 
image and slogan are very much left to the illustrators’ 
expansive imaginations – giving us very different images 
every year.

COMMISSIONED ILLUSTRATORS

2005 – Alan Clarke

2006 – Annie West

2007 – Mark Oliver

2008 – Cartoon Saloon

2009 – Alan Early

2010 – Kevin Waldron 

2011 – Niamh Sharkey

2012 – Steve McCarthy

2013 – Sadie Cramer

2014 – Chris Haughton 

2015 – Yasmeen Ismail

2016 – Chris Judge

www.childrensbooksireland.ie
Information: (01) 872 7475 Ill
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The image for 2017 will be unveiled at the CBI 
International Conference in September. To view 
a full collection of all of the above artworks, an 
exhibition is currently running in Imaginosity, 
Dublin’s Children’s Museum, which is celebrating 
its tenth anniversary this year. Imaginosity, 
a long-term partner of CBI, is Ireland’s only 
dedicated interactive children’s museum, a 
child-centered, creative educational space 
for children under the age of nine and their 
families. Imaginosity’s three floors and eighteen 
educational, interactive exhibits are designed 
to inspire life-long learning through play, a true 
world of imagination and curiosity! Each area 
within the museum is specifically designed to 
cover milestones in a child’s development, from 
six months to nine years. Visitors to the museum 
can view the Children’s Books Ireland exhibition 
on the second floor of the museum. For 
admission details log onto www.imaginosity.ie
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A phone call from Barrington Stoke’s 
Mairi Kidd with a simple query – did CBI 
work with Traveller communities or did 
we know someone who did? – seems 
like a lifetime ago now. Happily, our 
answers were ‘yes’ and ‘yes’. Through 
the Laureate na nÓg programme, we 
took Eoin Colfer’s storytelling tour to 
the Wetlands Halting Site in Kilkenny, to 
their homework club. And it was to here 
we directed Mairi, specifically to author 
Paula Leyden. In these articles, Mairi 
Kidd explains the project she contacted 
CBI about and Micky Flynn talks about 
the importance of the homework club. 
These articles are supported by some 
suggested reads.

MAIRI KIDD 
In a recent review Barrington Stoke books 
were called a ‘gateway drug to reading’. 
We commission brilliant, punchy stories 
from the best-known authors in the UK, 
Ireland and further afield and publish 
these in a format specifically designed to 
be accessible to more readers, including 
those who believe that books are not for 
them. Before we approach an author we 
will generally try to read a few of their 
short stories to get a feel for how they 
handle a tight word count. This often 
leads us to out-of-print anthologies and 
collections – as happened when we bought 
a second-hand copy of Skin Deep, edited 
by Tony Bradman back in 2004. Inside 
we discovered a gorgeous story called 
The Pavee and the Buffer Girl by the late 
Siobhan Dowd.  

Siobhan was born in London to Irish 
parents and worked for much of her life 
for human rights charities. The Pavee and 
the Buffer Girl was her first published work, 
and it was followed by four novels which 
won over sixty-five awards including the 
Branford Boase Award, the Carnegie 
Medal and the Bisto Book of the Year 
Award (twice). Siobhan died of cancer 
at the age of forty-seven in 2007, leaving 
behind the roots of a fifth novel which was 
to become A Monster Calls. Completed by 
Patrick Ness, it won the Carnegie Medal 
and a raft of other prizes and has been 
adapted into a film.

The Pavee and the Buffer Girl embodies 
everything we love about Siobhan’s 
writing. The viewpoint and voice are 
Jim Curran’s, a Traveller boy who has 
recently halted with his family and been 
prevailed upon by the authorities to attend 
the local school. School’s an unfriendly 
place for a Traveller, especially since Jim 
can’t read and sees books as a sort of 
conspiracy designed to lock him out. He 
befriends ‘buffer’ Kit – a settled girl – and 
as friendship and perhaps love blossom 
between them, Kit teaches Jim to read in 
the majestic cathedral cave underneath 
the town. But a shocking act of violence 
against the Travellers sees Jim’s family 
move on once more. 

Jim and Kit are wonderful characters. 
The sense of place is very strong. There 
is anger at the unjust way Travellers are 
treated and a deep respect for Traveller 
life, communicated especially keenly in 
the portrayal of Jim’s mam and da. Most 

appealingly to us, given our interest in 
spreading a love of reading more widely, 
the story is a love letter to the written 
word, story and song. If Jim learns a few 
words of reading, Mam whispers to him 
one night, ‘could you ever pass them on 
to me?’

Tony Bradman kindly filled us in on 
the story of how The Pavee and the 
Buffer Girl came to be. When Tony was 
commissioned for Skin Deep, he turned 
to Siobhan because he knew of the work 
she had done in the area of human rights 
and that she was a passionate advocate for 
Traveller communities. His intention was 
to ask her for recommendations of writers 
who might contribute a story to the 
anthology; she tentatively offered herself. 
Tony introduced her to his agent Hilary 
Delamare, who became and remains 
Siobhan’s agent too. Both Tony and Hilary 
are Trustees of the Siobhan Dowd Trust, 
set up by Siobhan in her final days to help 
bring books and reading to marginalised 
young people.

A CHANCE  
IN LIFE
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With Tony’s blessing and Hilary and the 
Trust’s support, we acquired The Pavee 
and the Buffer Girl and began thinking 
of how best to publish it. We knew that 
we wanted to make it accessible to those 
who struggle with reading due to dyslexia 
or other issues, but we also knew that it 
would not be right to change anything 
about the writing. Inspired by a number 
of other books, including our own Alpha 
– only available from its original French 
publisher at that point – we hit on the 
idea of a heavily illustrated book, almost a 
graphic novel, and identified young artist 
and printmaker Emma Shoard as our 
artist.

Emma carries out a lot of live drawing 
and as soon as she was commissioned she 
mooted the idea of a trip to Ireland to 
sketch at a halting site so that she could 
get the detail of Jim’s site right. A call to 
CBI later and we were in touch with Paula 
Leyden, who offered to take us to meet the 
community at the Wetlands halting site 
in Kilkenny. We were a wee bit nervous 
about intruding but Paula assured us that 
the community was very welcoming. Eoin 
Colfer had already visited as Laureate na 
nÓg on his Once upon a Place tour and 
had received a warm welcome and even a 
ride in a sulky.

Our visit was a great experience and we 
could not have been greeted more warmly. 
We sat in on a homework support session 
where I kept the younger kids occupied 
by drawing a lot of Elsas from Frozen and 
the lads from One Direction while Emma 
sketched portraits more seriously. The visit 
was eye-opening in many ways: members 
of the community were distressed by the 
recent impounding of a number of horses 
by the local council and were looking for 
help in ensuring all their paperwork for 
the remaining animals was in order – no 
easy task if reading doesn’t come easily. 
Paula kept us updated after we left and 
it was awful to hear that further animals 
had been taken. Just after we got home 
there was also news of a terrible fire on a 
halting site in Dublin in which ten people 
died. It seemed clear to us that Travellers’ 
lives have not become easier since Siobhan 
wrote The Pavee and the Buffer Girl.

With Paula, we discussed the story and 
whether it might be a jumping-off point 
to share resources around Traveller 
literacy and culture. The reading list with 
this article is one step in this direction 
and we plan further work with Traveller 
young people via the Siobhan Dowd 
Trust – and of course a return visit to 
Wetlands. We also discussed terminology 
and the ways in which it changes over 
time. Coincidentally, a friend of mine 

from Armagh explained the derivation 
of ‘Pavee’ to me as being from the word 
‘purvey’, as in to sell goods. She explained 
that her own forebears had travelled from 
town to town setting up what we might 
now call ‘pop-up shops’. So it’s a term 
that means different things to different 
people, and we went on to note this in an 
afterword in the book that also explains 
Siobhan’s links to Traveller communities 
and how she chose the words used in the 
story. 

We are so proud of The Pavee and the 
Buffer Girl and we hope that readers of 
all backgrounds will love it as much as 
we do. We are hugely grateful to all those 
involved in the stewardship of Siobhan’s 
legacy, to Children’s Books Ireland and of 
course to Emma Shoard, who has created 
such incredible artwork with such heart 
and passion. Patrick Ness says of Siobhan 
and the story, ‘I don’t think she wrote 
a story about Irish Traveller children 
because she wanted to preach to us. I 
think the story burned within her. And I 
think the reason it burned within her was 
because it was also an act of compassion, 
of empathy, an act – dare I say it? – of 
love.’

The last word in this article perhaps 
should be Siobhan’s. She said of her 
writing, ‘The protagonists in my stories 
aren’t human rights heroes in the 
conventional sense. They are ordinary 
people living in England and Ireland who 
find extraordinary ways to overcome the 
difficulties in their lives and for me that’s 
the essence of any good story: it’s where 
the ordinary meets the extraordinary.’

Our heartfelt thanks also go to Paula 
Leyden and all at Wetlands.

MICKY FLYNN 
I’m Micky Flynn and I run the homework 
club at Wetlands. Wetlands (aka St 
Catherine’s Halting Site) sits just on the 
outskirts of Kilkenny, a city I grew up in. 
Up until eighteen months ago the site 
consisted of prefabs and caravans. It had 
been a ‘temporary halting site’ for thirty 
years. In 2014 the Father McGrath Centre 
here in Kilkenny commissioned a report 
by Peter Kieran into the living conditions 
for children on the site. The report when 
it was published was titled ‘A Litany of 
Social Failure’. I won’t go into the full 
report, but it’s enough to say that, while it 
was acknowledged that various statutory 
agencies were trying to address the needs 
of both adults and children, they were 
failing. There are many reasons for this, 
including poor coordination between 
agencies and a lack of consultation with 
the people affected. At the time the report 
was written some of the families had no 
running water, no access to hot water or 
flush toilets. I am happy to report that 
slowly progress is being made to remedy 
the housing issue, at least, with new units 
being built.  

However, two stark facts were contained 
in the report, based on national statistics: 
that the infant mortality rates in the 
Travelling community is 3.6 times the 
national average, and that suicide rates 
among Traveller men are 6 times higher 
than the national average. That should 
constitute a crisis, a crisis which the 
government should be doing everything 
in its power to understand and remedy. 
But as far as I can see, it isn’t. And these 
statistics haven’t changed.

Since the report came out, progress has 
been made in the provision of housing to 
the families in Wetlands. Two houses are 
completed and another three underway. 
Kilkenny County Council has been 
working on this in consultation with the 
Kilkenny Traveller Community Movement 
(KTCM) and the Kilkenny Leader Project 
(KLP). 

In amongst the caravans and the half-built 
houses is our homework club, where each 
afternoon nineteen children come to do 
their homework. Claire Keneally, who 
still works with the KTCM, set up the 
homework club and remains involved with 
us, but for the past three years I have run 
it. I came here three years ago on a work 
placement and now I’m not sure I will 
ever leave! I coordinate two homework 
clubs in Kilkenny, one at Hebron and this 
one in Wetlands. But every afternoon it 
is Wetlands I come to. I work with Rocky 
Carthy, a father of two of the children 
in the club, and my own sister Angela. 

The sense of place is very 
strong. There is anger at the 

unjust way Travellers are 
treated and a deep respect for 

Traveller life
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In between times, we get help from IT 
students from Waterford and Carlow.   

The homework club was set up to try 
and help the children and their families 
integrate into the schools and, more than 
that, just give them a chance to get on in 
school. We have kids ranging in age from 
four to fifteen, and in the afternoons 
the little ones come in first as they finish 
early. We make sure they get a bite to eat 
so they can focus, and then go on to their 
homework. We also make sure we have 
as much one-on-one time as we can. It is 
that one-on-one time that is so important. 
After they’ve finished, and before the 
older kids come in, they have about an 
hour to draw, colour and play. We follow 
the same routine with the older ones, 
taking them in small groups.

I think the homework club has a real place 
in the lives not only of the children but 
also of the families. Often parents will 
pop in to make sure the kids are getting 
homework done or just for a chat. It is 
really now more of a community centre 
than just a homework club. 

During the holidays we try and do 
different things – activities that maybe 
other kids might take for granted: visiting 
playgrounds, going bowling, swimming. 
Things that bring the children out of 
themselves and into the wider community. 
We stretch our small budget to its very 
limits, just trying to make sure all the 
children get a chance at life.   

These outings are not without problems, 
as prejudice in Ireland runs deep. 
I am not saying that every settled 
person is prejudiced – that would be a 

generalisation – but I am saying that it 
often feels that the families in Wetlands 
live in a community which hates them. I 
have had incidents during some of these 
outings that have been deeply upsetting 
and have made me very angry. I am also 
not saying that this is a one-way street – it 
isn’t.

One of the students who came to do a 
work placement with us recently said that 
many, if not most, of her fellow students 
have never met a Traveller, yet they’ll talk 
about them as a group in awful ways. 
Often that’s the way prejudice works – a 
lack of knowing one another. A lot could 
be solved by people just spending time 
with one another and getting to know 
individual people rather than dismissing 
a whole group of people as if they are just 
all the one.

We are relatively lucky in Kilkenny with 
the national schools – the teachers really 
try their hardest. But they don’t have 
the resources or the time to do what is 
required. If I was Minister of Education, I 
would be making sure money was available 
for one-on-one time for children with 
reading difficulties (all children, I am not 
just talking about Traveller children); I 
would not be making cuts to these kinds 
of services; I would be making sure that 
the resources available to teachers had 
meaning in every child’s life. We need 
teaching resources that make sense to 
all children. A lot of the books that 
the children at the club bring for their 
homework are completely alien to their 
own way of life. They need books they can 
see themselves in. 

The schools, despite their best efforts, are 
failing Traveller children. How is it possible 
that some youngsters can get to secondary 
school unable to read and write? What 
chance do they have of getting a job? Of 
carrying on in education? Very little. Our 
government needs to apply itself to this. It 
is possible and it is necessary.

One of the interesting things I have noticed 
about the older children is the effect social 
media is having on their reading skills. 
They are using Facebook, and in order to 
use it they need to be able to read. It’s not 
often you hear anything positive about 
social media but this is certainly one thing I 
could say in its favour!

What I love about my work is the closeness 
of it. The families, all of them, will take 
care of you once they know you. They will 
respect you once you respect them. Many 
people who have come here have found 
that. When Eoin Colfer visited us he was 
very relaxed, he got on with the lads. He 
was just down to earth. I liked that about 
him and the kids felt it. I often show them 
the video that Eoin made about his visit 
here. When Mairi and Emma came to meet 
the kids and draw them, I think they had a 
great time! Apart from all the homework, 
we have fun together.

Being part of the homework club is about 
much more than homework because it is 
not only the children I get to know. I get 
to know their parents and grandparents. I 
get to know about the things that trip them 
up in life, the things that hurt them and 
the things that give them a laugh. I get to 
know about the horses and how important 
the horses are to their lives. After a raid on 
Wetlands where horses were taken away 
in cattle trucks and impounded, one of 
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the older women on the site said, ‘They’ve 
taken everything about our way of life away, 
and now they want to take what’s left – our 
horses.’ Those horses, which under normal 
circumstances would have been killed 
within five days, are still impounded as 
there is an ongoing court case. 

We have been lucky to get some funding for 
the project from the KTCM and the KLP 
and I certainly hope that the homework 
club will continue to have a place on the 
site for many years to come. With all the 
building that is going on, our centre will 
be knocked to the ground, but the county 
council has assured me that we will get 
a space to work from. I will hold them 
to that. It has been tricky working in the 
middle of a building site but well worth it. 

I understand that children’s writers, poets, 
teachers, librarians, lecturers and all sorts 
of other people read this magazine. So I 
might ask you to think about communities 
like Wetlands when you are teaching and 
writing; think about places like this when 
you are planning visits to schools; if you are 
involved in writing books for schools, be 
inclusive – not only of Travellers but also of 
other children who have come to Ireland 
and are now are part of this country. Get to 
know people before you judge them. Get to 
know individuals. Not one of us would like 
to be written off and dismissed as part of a 
group before we’ve even been heard. 

I feel proud to be a part of this project 
and to have become a part of the lives of 
the families I work with. Above all I feel 
hopeful. Hopeful that in some way, with 
my colleagues Rocky Carthy and Angela 
Flynn, we can help to instil in the children 
the value of education. Hopeful that there 
will be changes in the way the settled and 
Traveller communities work together in 
the future. Hopeful that the government, 
instead of making cuts to the funding for 
Traveller programmes, actually recognises 
the need that is out there. Hopeful that 
the future is brighter than the past and the 
present. I want the children that I work 
with to feel that they have a chance in life.

Mairi Kidd is MD of Barrington Stoke, an 
independent publisher with a mission to make 
reading more accessible for more people.

Micky Flynn is a Kilkenny man who lives with 
his partner and three children. He had his own 
construction business until the financial crash, 
when he went back to education. He now runs 
the homework club in Wetlands with Rocky 
Carthy and Angela Flynn.

All illustrated images Emma Shoard  
© The Pavee and the Buffer Girl, written by Siobhan 
Dowd, published by Barrington Stoke imprint, The 
Bucket List 2017. All photographic images © Micky 
Flynn and the Wetlands Halting Site, Kilkenny.
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Individually, neither Sarah Crossan nor 
Brian Conaghan needs any introduction 
– but collectively, they might do. Both 
award-winning writers sat down with 
publisher Gráinne Clear to discuss the 
process and writing relationship involved 
in co-writing their recently published 
verse novel We Come Apart.

My first question for you is the really 
obvious one: why did you decide to 
collaborate on this book? What drew 
you to writing a book with another 
author rather than penning your own, 
especially when both of you are such well-
established voices?

B: For me it goes right back to when I read 
Sarah’s The Weight of Water, and I loved 
it, I really loved it. That triggered the idea 
for me to one day try and write a verse 
novel, but I probably didn’t really have 
the confidence to do it. Or at that point I 
didn’t have the ability to do it. But when I 
met Sarah, after we were on the Carnegie 
shortlist together, we started DMing on 
Twitter, and I just threw it out there: I’m 
thinking of writing a verse novel. I’d a very 
basic idea of the main character – he was 
always a Roma because I wanted to write 
about that community – and I just asked 
Sarah if she was interested, because I’d 
just finished a novel and I knew she had 
a window of opportunity as well, and she 
said yes!

S: The reality was that actually I did not 
have any window! What was actually 

happening was I was struggling with a 
book that I’m still struggling with now, 
and I thought this might be a nice relief to 
do something with someone else, because 
I was in an office struggling on my own 
every day. Not that I thought that we’d get 
it finished or published or anything, just 
that it would be interesting to not be on 
my own in a room eight hours a day.

Can you tell me a bit about the process 
of writing together? Did you learn from 
each other, and was it enjoyable or 
terribly frustrating?

B: Initially we spent a day and a half 
throwing around ideas for characters 
and plot, and we still hadn’t even had a 
conversation about it really – this was all 
on WhatsApp. We just decided that I’d 
write a piece and she’d respond to what I’d 
send her, as opposed to doing too much 
planning; just let it grow organically like 
that. We were writing maybe one piece a 
day and then the pace of that accelerated 
until we had something that we could 
really work with. 

S: And we didn’t know each other at 
all – we’d had dinner together once with 
Bloomsbury and that was it, so I think 
that was really helpful because it wasn’t 
like we had a relationship to destroy or 
anything so you could say that you didn’t 
like something or weren’t sure about 
something. It was much easier because we 
didn’t know each other. The first time we 
spoke about it in person was at the CBI 
Book of the Year Awards – we had half an 
hour over a coffee. At that point we had 

half a book, and we didn’t speak again in 
person until we had a whole book.

B: Like Sarah said, we didn’t have a plan 
to find a publisher and get it published. 
First of all we wanted to see if it was 
achievable. And it was! And it was lovely. 
We have become good friends, though, 
because when it came to editing the book 
we had to sit opposite each other like this. 
And we’re not very serious people but 
we’re deadly serious about the product, 
and we’re deadly serious about writing and 
the creative process.

S: At the same time, neither of us are 
precious about our work. I never felt that 
I couldn’t say something to Brian, and by 
the end we were saying things like ‘That’s 
not good enough’ to each other. Those 
were the words we were using, because we 
needed to and we could. 

B: And we definitely learned from each 
other. Plot was a big part of the initial 
conversation when I first approached 
Sarah. Sarah, I know now, likes to know 

WE COME
TOGETHER

We just decided that I’d write 
a piece and she’d respond to 
what I’d send her, as opposed 
to doing too much planning; 
just let it grow organically like 

that
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where she’s going, whereas I don’t – I write 
chapter to chapter – but I’ve come round 
to that idea now. 

S: I learned as well to be less controlled 
in my own thinking – I was stressed out 
that we didn’t know where we were going 
– but then I thought, ‘OK, this might 
never be published, just use it as a creative 
opportunity to experiment.’ For me it’s 
been really good because it’s taught me 
that I don’t always need to know where I’m 
going with work, that the story can create 
itself or the characters can push the story 
along and I don’t need to have such power 
over it. 

There was one thing that I was a bit 
nervous about, and that was whether we 
would have the same work ethic. Because 
while I don’t take myself seriously and, 
once my book is written, I feel a bit cringe 
when people say that it’s nice, the process 
itself I take really seriously, and I’m really 
committed to putting in a certain number 
of hours and having my ass on the seat. 
And you wonder whether the other person 
is going to be like-minded. But it became 
very obvious very quickly that that was 
the case. If you had not got similar work 
ethics, that collaboration would never 
work. When we came to do the editing, we 
were ferociously working and I remember 
you saying that you were going to go to 
the gym, and I couldn’t believe it. I was 
all, ‘Go to the gym, how dare you, we have 
a book to finish?!’ And then you sent me 
a WhatsApp and said, ‘Actually to hell 
with the gym, let’s do the book.’ We were 
always on the same page about how much 
work needed doing, and when we wanted 
a break.

B: I remember that. We’d put about six 
hundred hours into the book and I wanted 
to go to the gym for forty minutes and you 
nearly killed me. 

S: We were good at taking the piss out of 
each other too, I think. Sometimes I’d say 
something like, ‘You know what, Brian, 
I’m going to put in a full stop here rather 
than a comma,’ and he’d just say, ‘You 
do that, Sarah. Have a glass of wine as 
you’re doing it. Go mad!’ But it really was 
a frenzy by the end – we’d be so excited 
when a new chapter would come in. When 
he would send a new chapter I’d whip out 
my laptop and write a response to it, even 
if it was eight o'clock at night. It didn’t feel 
like work, I think, doing that initial draft. 

B: Yeah, because when you’re writing on 
your own it can be very isolating and your 
work can be overshadowed with self-doubt, 
but working with someone else is really 
liberating. If you write a poem and you 
don’t know where it’s going, you have an 

outlet and someone else to send it to. That 
happened quite a lot.

On the cover of this book we’re told that 
it’s written by Sarah Crossan and Brian 
Conaghan, but there’s no indication 
about who wrote which voice, or whether 
it was all written together. As a reader, I 
guess I assumed that the female voice was 
written by Sarah and the male by Brian, 
but was that the wrong assumption to 
make?

S: When we first started, all of Nicu was 
written by Brian and all of Jess was written 
by me, but by the end I feel like both 
parts belong to both of us – there was an 
ownership on both sides. 

 
B: Yeah, there are some parts of Nicu that 
were written by Sarah and vice versa. We 
would go through every stanza in detail, 
which is something that I learned from 
this lady. We could spend half an hour 
or an hour on certain stanzas because 
the rhythm’s not quite right. And that’s 
a lot of what I took from the process 
and how we worked. I think people will 
automatically think that she wrote the 
female part and I wrote the male part, 

but it wasn’t like that in the editing 
process. The book that you’ve got has been 
rewritten so many times. 

S: Yeah, there would be days where I 
would be free and so I’d write a Nicu bit, 
or he’d be free and he’d write a Jess bit, 
and then we’d say, ‘Oh I like that and just 
edit this bit.’ We both got to the point 
where we knew each other’s character’s 
voice well enough to be able to actually 
write those parts. 

B: And then there were those days over 
the summer when Sarah was away winning 
awards and I was stuck to my computer 
slaving away! But that’s exactly right: you 
take ownership of the characters and 
ownership of the book as you would if it 
was your own.

Diversity is a real buzzword in children’s 
and YA books at the moment, and there’s 
no question that this is a very diverse 
book, with marginal and minority voices 
being represented. Were you conscious 
of writing into that or was this simply a 
story that you wanted to tell?

B: Neither one of us thought of this as 
something publishers were looking for. 
I think as writers you’re looking for the 
story, you’re looking for the characters 
and those characters that stand in the 
margins: that certainly fits the Roma 
community and definitely fits Jess and 
the working-class community. In terms 
of diversity, I think that’s reflective of the 
diverse culture that we live in. Diversity 
is something to be celebrated and not 
something to be on the margins. 

S: I’m a little bit uncomfortable with 
someone saying that they’re going to write 
a diverse book; we live in that culture 
anyway so all we’re doing is reflecting what 
we see around us. We had written it before 
Brexit, and we wondered a bit at the time 
whether this still was a relevant story. I 
had thought that Britain had become 
quite accepting of the Eastern Europeans, 
and it’s frightening that as we did our edits 
we realised how relevant it was and how 
much we needed to write into that.

The adults in this story are really quite 
powerless to help or unwilling to help 
Nicu and Jess. The school system, the 
care system, the police – they all fail our 
heroes. Was this reflecting a truth that 
you find in Britain today?

S: I don’t know about Brian but I’m never 
trying to make comments about anything. 
I’m not interested in pushing any kind 
of agenda in my stories. You don’t really 
know until you’ve written a story how 
much of your own experience is in there, 
because I worked as a teacher for ten 

It’s those spaces that we were 
writing about, those spaces 

where there is nobody taking 
care of them
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years and then in a Schools Intervention 
Programme, and while I was there and 
helping those kids, to some extent you’re 
powerless over them from the moment 
they leave you at half three until you see 
them again at nine in the morning. It’s 
those spaces that we were writing about, 
those spaces where there is nobody taking 
care of them. 

B: There were a lot of questions from the 
editor about the school – the wheres and 
the whys of what happened there. But, 
unlike our editors, between myself and 
Sarah we have twenty years’ experience 
of working in a school every day, and 
working in diverse cultures, working in 
areas like where the book is set. I’m not 
saying we’re assuming the mantle of the 
experts, but there’s a certain responsibility 
because we’ve got a greater experience of 
it. If people do think that this was a book 
written for where Britain is right now, 
then those people have been blind for 
the past thirty years, because this is who 
we are as a nation. We’re a very divided 
nation. This book reflects that some kids 
can be isolated because of their race, their 
ethnicity or their class, and that’s always 
been the case. 

One of the most striking elements of this 
book, and one that the reader notices 
immediately, is that Nicu writes only 
in the small bits of English that he has 
picked up since arriving in Britain. 
How did you go about constructing that 
language, and how did you know which 
words he might learn first or how he 
might speak?

S: Well, that was in the first chapter that 
Brian sent, and my first reaction was, 
‘What the hell is this? How could we 
possibly maintain this for an entire novel?’ 
But we managed it! Creating that voice 
was down to Brian.

B: The first draft was gobbledygook [S: 
‘No, it wasn’t!’] but we nudged it into 
shape. The biggest problem for us was 
that Nicu had such a limited vocabulary, 
and we kept thinking that we were using 
the same verbs constantly, and we needed 
to somehow try and get away from that. 
And then trying to maintain the poetic 
language of it and the rhythm of it. We 
did find it difficult, of course we did. We’d 
spend times laughing at it too, though, 
because Sarah would say, ‘That’s not good 
enough,’ and I’d say, ‘Well, he doesn’t have 
any other words other than “like” and 
“love” and “see” and “sad”, Sarah.’

S: But it really allowed for such poetic 
language at the same time. There were 
moments when we were writing the draft 
and Brian would send a poem that would 

really take my breath away; the words that 
Nicu said because he didn’t have language 
so he had to be really creative with how he 
used his language. I think that’s actually 
reflective of why, if you have a kid who has 
limited English and you give them poetry 
to read or write, it’s the one thing where 
they can be successful in terms of writing, 
because they can be creative with language 
and they don’t need to be as precise as 
they would be with an essay. I think some 
moments are really breathtaking because 
this character didn’t know how to express 
himself any other way.

B: The way I wrote it is to do with having 
spent five years in Italy teaching English. 
Italian and Romanian are very similar 
to each other, and about 30 per cent of 
English is Latin, so there would be some 
words that he would just understand 
intuitively because there’s a sound pattern 
that’s the same as English. Whereas when 
you’ve got a Slavic language, such as in 
The Weight of Water, when that translates 
into learning English, there’s a difference 
in how they would say things and in how 
they would learn it. 

S: But you can’t really be too faithful in 
trying to adopt the structure of Romanian 
because otherwise how do you create 
a verse novel, because it has to work in 
English, so when we’re reading it aloud to 
each other we can just hear it: we can say 
there’s a beat too many in that sentence, 
and we need a break in that line. 

B: I think that’s right, because I think the 
most important thing is to get the rhythm 
right while still getting the sense of his 
language across. There’s a wonderful thing 
about the Jess character: she really drives 

the novel, and that’s because she has more 
control of the language. So she can drive 
the plot lines as well, and Nicu can only 
react to that. I think we’ve done it quite 
subtly, but effectively, I hope.

 
S: At the same time, even though she can 
drive the narrative and has control over 
English, she doesn’t really understand 
herself in the way that Nicu understands 
himself. She’s not very good at self-
analysis, whereas Nicu is. Again, I think 
that’s interesting. I like that Nicu is the 
one that, despite not having English, 
understands the complexity of her 
emotion in a way that nobody else does. 
He can read her, despite not being able to 
completely understand every word that she 
says.

B: That’s men for you.

At the beginning of the novel, it seems 
as though Nicu is clearly the character 
drawing the shortest straw – he is new to 
the UK, he doesn’t speak the language, 
he’s bullied and mistreated and he’s 
constantly struggling. But really it seems 
that Jess is the one more desperate to 
escape her life and her situation. She is 
white and pretty and popular but can 
rely on no one around her and lives in a 
constant state of fear. It’s not necessarily 
the one who is physically displaced who is 
the one who is most at risk, and the one 
that most needs helps and most needs 
saving.

S: I think we all need saving, though. 
That’s just the way life is – everybody’s 
struggling – and despite Jess being very 
tough on the outside, you don’t know 
what’s going on in her home and what’s 
going on in her head, and we just don’t 
know what’s going on in anyone’s homes 
or heads. Again, it’s just reflecting life, 
and it might be very obvious that we look 
at someone who is from another country 
and they don’t seem to be settling and 
assimilating and that’s difficult, but it’s 
a possibility that that person is much 
happier than the person living next door 
for whatever reason.

B: I think Jess is a character you’re really 
rooting for. Nicu tends to live in a certain 
romanticised version of what he wants 
the world to be, whereas Jess’s reality is 
more brutal. Her journey is more brutal, 
and we’re wanting her to succeed. You’re 
quite right to say that we start off thinking 
about this guy, but slowly our emotion is 
set upon her. 

S: Because he doesn’t really need saving. 
She’s the one who wants to run away and 
she really is the one who needs to get out. 
He agrees to that because, as Brian says, 

I think that’s actually reflective 
of why, if you have a kid who 
has limited English and you 

give them poetry to read 
or write, it’s the one thing 

where they can be successful 
in terms of writing, because 

they can be creative with 
language and they don’t need 
to be as precise as they would 

be with an essay. I think 
some moments are really 
breathtaking because this 

character didn’t know how to 
express himself any other way
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he has this romantic view of how things 
could be and how they could turn out.

B: She’s been liberated now. She’s alone, 
and she’s young. 

S: And she’s got a bag full o’ cash!

B: Yes! What I really like about Jess is that 
she’s a feisty wee character, and you know 
those people in real life who we’ve taught. 
But there’s a vulnerability about them. 
As a teacher, a lot of times we don’t get to 
see what goes on in the inner workings of 
their world, and that is what Sarah’s done 
with Jess – we’re allowed to see that part of 
her. She’s a brilliant character.

S: I do have hope for Jess at the end. I 
don’t feel like it’s a hopeless ending – she 
is free and she can make whatever decision 
she wants to. And I believe that she’ll 
make good decisions. As the writer, I see 
her going off on that train and I see her 
going towards the light; I don’t see it as a 
tunnel of darkness.

Both of you have been shortlisted for and 
won numerous awards for your work in 
the past, from the Eilís Dillon Award 
for a first book and the CBI Book of 
the Year in Ireland to the Carnegie in 
the UK. What have those nominations 
and awards meant to you and for you as 
writers?

S: I spent my whole childhood trying to 
prove that I was Irish, and then I publish 
a book and the Irish community opens 
their arms and says, ‘Welcome home, 
Sarah!’ and so that’s been just so lovely for 
me. When I got the CBI Award in 2016 
I felt like I’d come home, and nobody 
was saying, ‘Well, your accent isn’t quite 
right,’ and that’s just been really lovely and 

something that’s been really unexpected 
in my writing career. It always feels really 
special to come to Ireland, not just to 
receive awards, but to come to festivals 
and speak at panel events, whether it’s the 
CBI Conference or Mountains to Sea or 
any festival, it feels like such an honour. 
And I mean that genuinely. 

B: I think any award, whether it’s in 
Ireland or in the Shetlands, is an honour. 
Because it validates you a little bit. We 
work in isolation and in self-doubt, and 
we’re continuously in our own heads, 
listening to a voice that’s saying, ‘Nobody’s 
buying your books,’ and ‘Where’s the 
next contract coming from?’ It’s not all 
about the creative process: it’s about the 
internalisation of what you’re doing. To get 
nominated for any award suppresses that 
for a little while and it validates you. 

For me, growing up in a strong Irish 
community in Scotland, our whole family 
outlook was out across the Irish Sea. I 
remember the first time I was reviewed 
in an Irish newspaper and my dad was 
delighted, because it meant that little 
bit more. So I don’t feel Irish and don’t 
consider myself Irish, but my daughter’s 
Irish and I live here and I’ve read loads 
of Irish writers, so to be up against these 
people you’ve read and admired is an extra 
good feeling.

S: But if we hadn’t been up for the 
Carnegie together we wouldn’t have 
written the book, so we have Carnegie 
to thank for bringing us together that 
evening. If we hadn’t sat opposite each 
other and chatted and thought each other 
seemed like a decent human being, then 
the book never would have happened. 
And actually the first contact we ever had 
was a message I sent him over Twitter to 
say congratulations on your shortlisting 
for the Carnegie, and he said, ‘You too. I 
hope you lose.’ That was the first thing he 
ever said to me!

B: That’s the sliding doors in each other’s 
lives. I’ve written a lot of books, Sarah’s 
written quite a number of books, and for 
me it was the best writing experience I’ve 
ever had, just because I had somebody 
else to work with. It’s not for everybody, I 
wouldn't imagine everybody could do it – 
not talent-wise but emotionally – because 
every day you’re putting your work in front 
of somebody and asking them to tell you 
how rubbish it is. And I like that! 

Gráinne Clear is Publishing Manager and 
Art Director at Little Island Books, an 
independent children’s publisher based in 
Dublin.
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This year not only is Children’s Books 
Ireland celebrating twenty years, the 
Writers in Schools scheme run by our 
long-term collaborators Poetry Ireland 
is celebrating forty years of inspiring 
children across Ireland. To mark this, we 
have asked the Poetry Ireland education 
team to discuss the scheme, alongside 
first-hand accounts from teacher Gerard 
Hanberry, writer Frank Galligan and 
recent recipients of the scheme, the 
girls of class Áine in Mount Carmel 
Secondary School.

Writers in Schools has given more than 
500,000 children the chance to work 
closely with writers in the classroom, 
reaches around 23,000 children and young 
people north and south annually and 
works with more than 150 schools every 
year.

Providing young people with positive 
and enjoyable experiences of reading, 
writing and language through structured 
encounters with writers and storytellers 
within the school environment is the 
rationale behind the Writers in Schools 
Scheme. The aim is to give young people 
the opportunity to engage with writers 
and creative writing across all genres 
of the narrative arts. The scheme is 
particularly successful in reaching those 
who might not traditionally engage with 
books, reading or writing outside the 
classroom. 

The Writers in Schools Scheme, developed 
by the Arts Council/An Chomhairle 
Ealaíon in 1977, has been run by Poetry 

Ireland since 1996, making it one of the 
longest-running arts-in-education schemes 
in the country. The impetus behind and 
focus of the scheme was on providing 
a literature-in-education scheme to 
primary- and post-primary schools, across 
all the literary genres. In the year 2000, 
changes to the curriculum, along with 
changes in the Arts Council’s funding, 
created an opportunity for expansion, 
leading to the development of the Writers 
in Residence in Schools scheme. This 
initiative signalled a major development in 
the work of the programme. The rationale 
behind it was to create a model which 
would facilitate longer-term involvement 
by students with a writer. In order to 
do this, it needed to be flexible enough 
to be tailored to an individual school’s 
needs and timetable. This was particularly 
important at second level, and the new 
scheme was deliberately designed to 
function within a standard double-class 
period of not more than ninety minutes. It 
was also designed to encourage partnering 
with teachers and schools, writers, arts 
organisations and local partners such as 
local authority arts officers. The work 
of the scheme has continued to grow 
and develop and now incorporates a 
development-education-through-literature 
programme, a spoken word/performance 
poetry strand, a partnership with the 
Laureate na nÓg and professional 
development opportunities for writers 
through a carefully considered mentoring 
scheme and the provision of ongoing 
training and networking opportunities.

Writers in Schools is delivered by Poetry 
Ireland and funded by the Arts Council/
An Chomhairle Ealaíon and Arts Council 
of Northern Ireland. It makes a broad 
range of literature and language artists, 
in both English and Irish, available 
to interested schools, including poets, 
novelists, children’s writers, dramatists, 
storytellers, screenwriters and writer–
illustrators. All artists who join the 
scheme have to meet certain criteria and 
also undergo a training and mentoring 
programme. The writers and storytellers 
on the scheme are experienced arts-in-
education practitioners and include some 
of the best-loved and most well-known 
authors in the country. Writers in Schools 
believes in the importance of looking after 
the current generation of writers, whilst 
also nurturing the writers of tomorrow. 
Each year the scheme creates employment 
opportunities for writers, and the 
programme also provides one of the best 
rates of pay for artists working in schools. 

As well as fulfilling certain criteria, writers 
undergo an application process including 
interview, induction, mentoring and a 
Garda vetting process. This mentoring 
process is unique amongst similar 
programmes within Ireland and the UK. 
The writer’s details are then listed in 
the Writers in Schools Directory, which 
is available at www.poetryireland.ie/
education. Alongside a broad range of 
aims and objectives, the scheme has a 
particular focus on the development of 
new and innovative strategies for learning 
through the arts and incorporates a strong 

‘HEY, MISTER,  
I THOUGHT  
ALL POETS  
WERE DEAD!’

photos ©  Poetry Ireland
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commitment to research. The Writers in 
Schools Scheme’s strength is based on the 
artists and teachers with whom we work 
and on whom we depend. Therefore the 
last word is left to them:

‘The Writers in Schools scheme provides 
children with an invaluable live experience 
of literature in their own classrooms. 
Every child in every school in the country 
should have such an experience at least 
once a year throughout their education. 
This is an invaluable and unforgettable 
experience.’ Siobhán Parkinson, writer 
and Laureate na nÓg 2010–12.

‘The scheme empowers in a vital, 
unique and creative way every student 
lucky enough to experience it. It allows 
students a glimpse into and a practical 
understanding of the rich world of the 
creative imagination. For many, and I’ve 
seen this first hand, it is a life-changing 
event.’ Niall MacMonagle, poetry editor, 
critic and teacher.

With expertise in education, children's 
literature, English literature and creative 
writing and culture and heritage, Anna 
Bonner, Moira Cardiff and Jane O’Hanlon 
have collectively worked with the 
Poetry Ireland education team for over 
seventeen years. Their offices are based at 11 
Parnell Square East, Dublin 1.  

TEACHER 
It is true that certain students find the 
poetry section of their English course 
more than a little intimidating. They 
are sometimes left flummoxed by what 
they perceive to be a mysterious world of 
strange imagery and disjointed narratives. 
This can induce tension, nervousness, 
even fear when a poem needs to be looked 
at in a classroom setting with exams 
hovering in the background. As well as 
the poet’s curious ‘weaving of words’, 
the student is also expected to take the 
technical aspect of poetry into account. 
The young students’ narrow experience of 
poetry in the classroom can be deadening. 

This, of course, is a generalisation. 
Thankfully there are always a number 
of young people who, from an early age, 
have come to enjoy the word-patterns, the 
lyricism and the musical language found 
in poetry. They may not all experience the 
emotional intensity of Emily Dickinson, 
who said of poetry: ‘If it makes my whole 
body so cold no fire can ever warm me, 
I know it’s poetry.’ These lucky scholars 
do, however, enjoy reading poetry and 
perhaps at some level they appreciate the 
fact that poetry is powerful and has the 
capacity to express what is inexpressible in 
prose or everyday conversation or even in 

their own life experiences. But what of the 
students who have sadly never experienced 
this excitement? I have found that the 
appearance of a living, breathing poet in 
the classroom is an excellent way to extend 
this positive experience of poetry to all 
students. 

The unhelpful context in which a student 
usually encounters a poem must be 
considered. Schools can be trying places 
at times. Teachers are under pressure to 
complete courses and to prepare students 
for in-house tests and state exams. 
Students themselves are under intense 
pressure to do well. In such circumstances, 
the sensibility required to convey the 
beauty and depth of a poet’s work to a 
large class may be sacrificed on the altar 
of expediency. Study the notes, boys! 
Learn off key quotes for tomorrow, girls! 
Textbook questions can compound the 
situation. Asking what a poem is about 
is certainly not the most helpful way to 
engage with a poet’s work. The American 
poet Billy Collins puts it very well in his 
poem Introduction to Poetry:

I want them to waterski

across the surface of a poem

waving at the author’s name on the shore.

But all they want to do

is tie the poem to a chair with rope

and torture a confession out of it.

They begin beating it with a hose

to find out what it means.

It is at this point that a real poet needs 
to arrive in class on a Writers in Schools 
Scheme, just in time to untie the ropes 
and rescue the poem from being tortured. 
The poet will also have saved the students 
from the trauma of having to observe the 
beating and will be able to deliver the 
message that this is no way to treat a living 
piece of art. Instead, again acting on Billy 
Collins’ instructions, the visiting poet will 
ask the students to ‘drop a mouse into the 
poem / and watch him probe his way out’. 

When a writer visits the school, be it 
for a short visit, a day-long session or 
an extended series of workshops, a new 
energy is released and an entirely new 
dynamic is created in the classroom. A 
small amount of pre-planning is always 
helpful. The teacher might introduce 
the students to a sample of the writer’s 

work in the days before the arranged 
visit. Students could also be encouraged 
to think up questions they might like 
to ask a poet should the opportunity 
ever arise. This may be the first poet or 
real live writer the young student has 
ever encountered outside of the printed 
page. It is a most rewarding experience 
on so many levels. A new, different and 
exciting world of imagination, insights and 
growing self-awareness is slowly revealed. 
Soon the questions begin to flow – and, 
by the way, let writers out there be warned 
– young scholars have both an alarming 
and charming way of cutting right to the 
chase when they eventually get going. Why 
did you have to make it so complicated? Why 
do your poems not rhyme like they should? Who 
were you in love with when you wrote that 
poem? Did he leave you, Miss? 

By the end of a visit, students will have 
learned a lot and have been deeply 
enriched. It might take a while for this to 
emerge but poems will now be viewed in a 
new light. Students will know that no one, 
often not even the composer, understands 
everything in a poem all at once. It 
is a matter of exploration. They will 
understand that poetry is basically ‘one 
person talking to another’, to quote Eliot. 
Some will have taken their first faltering 
steps along the road of composition. A 
student of mine who wrote his first lines 
almost ten years ago in a visiting poet’s 
workshop has just recently had his first 
full collection published by Arlen House. I 
rest my case, your honour. 

Gerard Hanberry is a teacher, author and 
poet, His fifth collection is forthcoming 
from Salmon Poetry. He has been involved in 
Writers in Schools since the late 1990s.

POET 
I’m in a school in Belfast during the 
post-Good Friday decade. There is a great 
buzz about the place, an atmosphere that 
is prevalent in many schools at this time. 
Much of that is down to the extraordinary 
achievements and dogged persistency 
of teachers over the decades. When the 
history books are written, they must surely 
be recognised as the ‘unacknowledged 
legislators’ of the peace process. I 
witnessed miracles happen – teachers 
literally kept anarchy at bay. I recall being 
in a staffroom many years before, with 
barbed wire and bars on the window and 
pale, tired but determined teachers going 
doggedly about their vocations. Now, 
they seem more relaxed, and so writers, 
storytellers and artists are coming to visit, 
to share in a more positive vision with 
their charges. This time around, I’m in a 
large class, so the teacher has appended 
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adhesive name badges for my convenience 
on the pupils’ lapels. A young lad gets out 
of his seat, walks determinedly towards 
me and says, ‘This is your sticker, mister.’ 
I look down and note, to my surprise, 
that it reads ‘BFG’. ‘Oh,’ I say, ‘The Big 
Friendly Giant! That’s very kind of you.’ 
‘No,’ he responds with a shrug, ‘Big Frank 
Galligan!’ It stuck, and within years, I was 
walking into schools and being greeted 
with ‘The BFG’s here!’ I’ll be forever in 
that young lad’s debt, as it has been the 
icebreaker supreme.

John F. Deane, poet and founder of Poetry 
Ireland, told me a wonderful story some 
thirty years ago of a school visit in the 
early days of Writers in Schools. One 
young lad seemed positively transfixed at 
having a genuine writer in the classroom, 
and at one stage uttered the immortal 
line: ‘Hey, mister, I thought all poets were 
dead!’ Mercifully, over the past three 
decades the Dead Poets Society has been 
replaced by living, breathing examples 
whose primary function has been not 
only to demystify writers and writing, 
but also to inspire, motivate and excite 
schoolchildren about the joy of words. 
Proper education is a two-way process, and 
my own learning curve always took a turn 
for the better when a child reminded the 
grown-up of the priceless value of honesty.

In the late nineties, I was in a school in 
County Cavan when – towards the end 
of the session – I asked the children if 
they had any questions. One hand shot 
up immediately. ‘I have a question for you 
… Where did you get the tie?’ I laughed 

(as did the teacher, albeit nervously) and 
explained it was a Christmas present from 
one of my sisters. ‘Sound,’ says he, ‘that’s 
all I wanted to know.’ In another school, I 
had been extolling the virtues of not only 
relying on our visual sense when being 
creative, but also how crucial our senses 
of smell, touch, taste and sound were. 
After a while, I asked one young lad to 
walk over to the window and imaginatively 
describe what lay beyond his classroom. I 
had deliberately picked him as he seemed 
a rather sad and peripheral figure in the 
class all morning. Having first queried my 
request with ‘Do I have to?’ while refusing 
to remove his hands from his pockets, he 
slouched reluctantly towards the window 
and, after what seemed like an eternity, 
looked back at us and muttered: ‘The grass 
is green.’ The teacher exploded: ‘Oh, for 
God’s sakes, even the donkeys know the 
grass is green! Look out again and think 
like a poet. What else do you see?’ He 
turned around again reluctantly, looked 
upwards for quite a while and again 
muttered: ‘The sky is blue.’ 

With that, another child put up his hand 
and said, ‘BFG, when “Jimmy” was over 
at the window, I wrote a poem for you.’ 
‘Great,’ I responded, naively, ‘read it, 
please!’

‘The grass is green, the sky is blue, 
I’m an eejit and so are you!’

The ensuing laughter transformed the 
class, and before the day was over, ‘Jimmy’, 
without any fanfare, had slipped me some 
words scribbled on a torn jotter page.

‘Sometimes I feel green when I can’t do 
my homework right, and blue when the 
teacher’s cross about it.’

I still treasure it. 

As a journalist and broadcaster, I have 
often been asked what has been the 
highlight of a busy life. There have been 
many, but there is a consistent thread – 
and the common denominator is nothing 
to do with the latter or former, but the 
extraordinary effect of three decades of 
Writers in Schools. As I drive away from 
countless schools, usually after 3 p.m., and 
recall the energy, the fun, the innocence 
and honesty, and reprise the many words 
– out of the mouths of babes – the BFG’s 
creator occasionally comes to mind. Roald 
Dahl said, ‘And above all, watch with 
glittering eyes the whole world around 
you because the greatest secrets are always 
hidden in the most unlikely places. Those 
who don't believe in magic will never find 
it.’ 

I have found it … in huge measure. 
Working with the other ‘unacknowledged 
legislators’, the fantastic staff in Poetry 
Ireland, has long convinced me that we 
must keep waving those wands, even in 
the most unlikely classrooms. 

Frank Galligan, a native of County Donegal, 
writer, storyteller, journalist and broadcaster, 
has been involved with Writers in Schools 
since its inception. 
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YOUNG PEOPLE 
A sudden and palpable thrill of excitement 
ripples around the table. We have an idea 
for a crime plot with an extremely unlikely 
villain – a little boy on a train – and it is 
immediately obvious to everyone that this 
idea is really good. The various strands 
of resistance in the group begin to melt 
away; the avid writers in the group are 
less resistant to the collaborative writing 
process, the students who are resistant to 
schoolwork in general are suddenly the 
most vocal and the group members who 
were initially shy and quiet visibly grow 
in confidence. The pressure is off and, 
suddenly, everyone is completely engaged 
in the process. It is Siobhán Parkinson’s 
second residency with us. The first one 
was with our creative writing group and 
proved to be a great success, resulting in 
a short fantasy novel which we went on to 
illustrate and produce a book trailer for. I 
was more nervous about this one, as these 
groups are an eclectic mix of students 
with varying attitudes towards reading 
and writing. However, the only issue we 
encounter as we begin is that the huge 
range of ideas that the girls come up with 
would require a trilogy of novels to play 
out. I wonder how Siobhán is going to rein 
in this enthusiasm and if her collaborative 
workshop is going to work with this 
diverse group. 

I needn’t have worried. Siobhán is a 
formidable conductor of operations. She 
takes everyone’s opinion on board and 
gives it due process, yet she is quick to 
point out where an idea will not work or 
doesn’t fit in to the fabric of the story. 
The girls seem slightly disconcerted 
at first when an idea is discarded but 
quickly become used to this new regime. 
The ensuing debate begins to steer our 
creative course. The dynamic within the 
group also begins to change dramatically. 
Several students who were initially highly 
resistant to the process (and to schoolwork 
in general) become the loudest. Their 
excitement levels peak and they begin to 
steer the plot on their own. I have to give 
them a silent time-out for a few minutes 
to give the other quieter members of the 
group a chance to contribute. They are 
resentful but compliant, eyes rolling as 
the other students eagerly pitch in their 
ideas from the back benches. Some of 
these students have responded with one 
powerful word, ‘angry’, when asked how 
they feel when they are given a short story 
to write for homework. It is clear to me 
that something quite magical is happening 
here. As the story concludes, and we iron 
out all the smaller details, a hush falls over 
the group. We did it. And it’s good … it’s 
really good and we know it.

During the reflection process, the group 
concludes that the main benefit of 
the collaborative storytelling (which is 
Siobhán’s trademark) is that if some plot 
point isn’t working out, you can help each 
other. The consensus is also that if you 
spend time talking about it first, then you 
can be more confident that everyone is 
happy with it. Even their English teacher, 
Ms Kehoe, has seen that this collaborative 
writing project has had an immeasurable 
effect on not only their writing but also 
their confidence in their own abilities: 
‘What is most evident is the surge in 
their creativity and their willingness to 
draw on their imagination without fear. 
Their most recent stories showed huge 
growth in plot development as well as the 
quality of writing, in particular the more 
aesthetic approach the students seem to 
have developed with this creative writing 
course. And, of equal importance, the girls 
enjoyed every minute of their experience 
with Siobhán.’ Speaking of the writing 
experience, students surprised themselves: 
‘I dunno … I just don’t like writing stories 
… but then I enjoyed myself’, ‘and we 
didn’t lose interest in making the book 
either’. They agree that working with 
Siobhán has encouraged them to speak up 
more and not to be afraid to voice their 
ideas, ‘To be more open-minded and, like,   
how to use better grammar because when 
we were talking about what we were going 
to write we figured out that we could use 
better, like, more formal kinds of words.’ 
Their advice for others is to be more open 
to sharing your ideas because it is useful 
to work as a group, especially when you get 
stuck. Students nod their heads in solemn 
empathy as someone mentions the scourge 
of writer’s block. As collaborative authors 
of a crime story, the girls have had an 
epiphany: you don’t have to give the reader 
all the information, you can let them 
figure it out on their own.

‘I didn’t think it was going to get 
published,’ one of the students exclaims 
and all of the others nod excitedly and 
agree. Poetry Ireland have decided to 
publish one story on their website and we 
hope to include both illustrated stories 
in a library publication before the end of 
the year. This is an exciting development 
for the group. As one student puts it, 
‘thinking that I wrote a book with … 
like … the help of my class, that is like 
something pretty big because writing a 
book might take years for other people’. 
Other students here in Mount Carmel 
(an all-girls DEIS school in Dublin’s 
North Inner City) are no strangers to 
having their work published. Through 
the JCSP Library Project, we have two 
school publications, an Irish-language 

publication called ‘Celebs’ as Gaeilge and a 
more recent commemorative publication 
for 1916 entitled How We Remember, which 
was launched by broadcaster Joe Duffy 
in September. This group are excited to 
become published authors too.

The group agree there is a kind of 
an emotional element to writing 
collaboratively as a group: you take other 
people’s ideas on board and you begin to 
like them and manipulate them in your 
own way. The revelation for everyone is 
that everybody thinks differently, and 
you don’t always know that. You think 
the way you see the world is the way 
everyone sees it, but actually when people 
start talking about their ideas, you can be 
quite surprised how people’s individual 
perceptions begin to take on a life of their 
own. When asked about how they found 
the collaborative writing process, someone 
pipes up with a wonderful quote for the 
group: ‘The more creative minds you have, 
the bigger and better the idea.’

Mairéad Duggan with the girls of class Áine, 
Mount Carmel Secondary School, Dublin 
as part of the JCSP Library Programme. Their 
work during SIobhán Parkinson’s residency 
can be read here www.poetryireland.ie/
education/poems-from-schools

The Writers in Schools scheme 
part-funds visits by writers and 
storytellers to primary and post-
primary schools in the Republic of 
Ireland (funded by The Arts Council) 
and Northern Ireland (funded by Arts 
Council Northern Ireland). To apply 
go online to www.poetryireland.ie/
education/writers-in-schools/how-
to-apply. Please note that due to high 
levels of interest not all visits can be 
facilitated.
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Children’s publishing in Ireland has 
changed dramatically over the past twenty 
years. The major change has been in the 
decreasing number of publishing houses (in 
both languages). The sizes of the existing 
publishing houses themselves have increased, 
as have their publishing lists – but so too 
has the reliance on and encroachment of the 
UK market. This presents advantages and 
disadvantages, with more unknowns in the 
wake of Brexit and what may follow. Former 
Inis magazine editors Síne Quinn and Claire 
M Dunne talked to Irish publishers about 
challenges historical and current and what 
lies ahead. 

Tá athruithe móra tar éis teacht ar 
fhoilsitheoireacht do pháistí in Éirinn le fiche 
bliain anuas. An t-athrú is mó ná go bhfuil 
líon na gcomhlachtaí foilsitheoireachta  
(sa dá theanga) tar éis dul i laghad. Tá 
na comhlachtaí atá fós ag feidhmiú tar 
éis dul i méid, mar aon lena gcuid liostaí 
foilseachán – ach ar an taobh eile den scéal 
tá níos mó tionchar ag margadh na Ríochta 
Aontaithe orthu anois agus braitheann siad 
ar an margadh seo níos mó. Tá buntáistí 
agus míbhuntáistí ag baint leis sin, agus tá 
an scéal níos doiléire anois mar gheall ar 
Bhreatimeacht agus a chuid torthaí, nach 
bhfuil soiléir fós. Labhair iar-eagarthóírí Inis 
Síne Quinn agus Claire M Dunne  leis an 
gcuid is mó de na foilsitheoirí faoi na dúshláin 
a bhí rompu san am atá thart, atá faoi láthair, 
agus a bheidh san am atá le teacht.

SÍNE QUINN 
The landscape of children’s books may 
have changed over the last twenty years, 
but some things remain constant – the 
wealth of talented Irish children’s writers 
and illustrators, which is now on the 
increase, and tenacious publishers striving 
to publish quality books despite many 
challenges faced over the last few years. 

Irish children’s publishers have weathered 
many setbacks, including the recession 
in 2008 (which saw book sales drop by 
40 per cent and redundancies occur right 
across the industry), government cutbacks, 
Arts Council grant reductions and local 
authority library funding withdrawn. As 
well as commemorating our past triumphs 
in children’s publishing, acknowledging 
and paying tribute to the many publishing 
houses and small presses that have closed 
over the years – for a variety of reasons, 
not all financial – we asked publishers 
to share their publishing plans for this 
coming year. Though facing into uncertain 
times with Brexit and its implications, 
as well as changes to library outsourcing, 
already 2017 looks to be an exciting time 
for book-lovers, with a large number of 
magnificent books being published in 
Ireland. 

Not only have most areas of the industry 
altered dramatically to accommodate the 
economic climate of the last two decades, 
but the Irish book industry has also 
undergone many trials and tribulations, 
in particular the continued competition 
with the UK publishing industry. The 

consensus from children’s publishers who 
responded to our questionnaire was that 
children’s book publishing is tough and 
does not make much money, especially 
compared to books aimed at the adult 
market. Michael O’Brien, founder and 
publisher of The O’Brien Press, which 
celebrated forty years in business in 
2014, states that: ‘Children’s books are 
the most price sensitive, therefore the 
least profitable. A children’s book will 
require the same editorial, design, print 
and marketing spend as an adult title, but 
will retail at about half of the adult price. 
The resulting slim profit margins explain 
why most children’s publishers have 
disappeared from the Irish publishing 
scene.’

Despite the slim profit margins, Ireland is 
fortunate to have a number of determined 
and talented publishers who continue to 
commission quality books for a range of 
age groups, from picturebooks to YA. As 
Nicki Howard, publisher of Gill Books, 
remarks on the high standard of talent: 
‘The quality of children’s publishing at 
the moment is superb – and anything 
that encourages a future generation of 
readers and critical thinkers can only 
be a good thing.’ Though the industry 
might be enjoying a golden age, with 
the current level of talent being noted 
as remarkable, do the sales and funding 
support (government, local authority, Arts 
Council) match the tremendous thriving 
talent and recognise the various demands 
on publishers? 
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As our first Laurate na nÓg and publisher 
of Little Island Books (a two-woman 
business set up in 2011 after a year as a 
children’s imprint of New Island) Siobhán 
Parkinson points out that another critical 
change that has impacted the industry 
during this period is government cuts: 
‘When funding for local authority libraries 
to purchase books for primary schools 
was withdrawn some years ago now, this 
had a very detrimental effect on Irish 
publishers for children. Most schools 
simply have no budget for buying books 
for leisure reading, and many are relying 
on tattered copies of out-of-date books to 
stock their class libraries. Government 
procurement policies for public libraries, 
whereby contracts are often outsourced 
to UK suppliers, are also a threat to Irish 
publishers, including children’s publishers, 
and may lead to less culturally appropriate 
choices.’

Outsourcing to UK suppliers is just one 
of the many challenges down the line, 
especially with the as-yet-unknown full 
implications of Brexit and what this will 
mean for business in Ireland in general. 

During the turbulent years there have 
been many positive changes in the 
industry itself, as well as a recognition 
of the merit and the value of children’s 
books both in the media and with the 
awards industry, for instance the Bord 
Gáis Energy Irish Book Awards. Though 
libraries and schools have faced cutbacks, 
there is a growing awareness of children’s 
authors and illustrators. Publisher Paula 
Campbell of Poolbeg Press points out 
some of the positives in the last few years: 
‘Dedicated children’s areas in bookshops, 
dedicated bookshop staff and the 
development and improved accessibility 
of libraries and organisations such as 
CBI has definitely heightened awareness. 
Schools have also become more proactive 
in increasing awareness with different 
incentive schemes being run throughout 
the school year.’

In 1997 Poolbeg was one of the leading 
publishers in children’s books, with a 
bank of talented authors, including John 
Quinn, Maeve Friel, Soinbhe Lally and 
Jane Mitchell. Then Poolbeg decided to 
take a break from children’s books and 
focus on their women’s fiction, which was 
booming at the time. Campbell describes 
one of the reasons why Poolbeg starting 
publishing children’s titles again. ‘Poolbeg, 
originally very much a children’s publisher, 
decided to get back into publishing books 
for children as they saw a gap in the 
market for inexpensive but educational 
books covering many areas of Irish 
history.’

During the late nineties the children’s 
book industry was very active with a 
number of publishers producing many 
titles. Twenty years after their first 
children’s book, King Longbeard, written 
by Pauline Devine and illustrated by 
Pat Walsh, The O’Brien Press received 
a unique gesture of recognition when 
the Reading Association of Ireland 
awarded them its Special Merit award ‘for 
exceptional care, skill and professionalism 
in publishing, resulting in a consistently 

high standard in all of [its] children’s 
books’. O’Brien also published Gerard 
Whelan and Siobhán Parkinson and 
released Eoin Colfer’s debut Benny and 
Omar in 1998. 

Wolfhound (1974–2001) was another 
renowned publisher discovering and 
fostering many talented authors, 
including Mark O’Sullivan, Marie-Louise 
Fitzpatrick, Larry O’Loughlin and Tom 
McCaughren, who won the Bisto Book 
of the Decade Award 1980–1990. During 
Wolfhound’s last years in business their 
children’s list was exceptional. In 1998 
they published two of Marie-Louise 
Fitzpatrick’s illustrated books: The Sleeping 
Giant and the outstanding, award-winning 
The Long March: The Choctaw’s Gift to the 
Irish Famine. Publisher Seamus Cashman 
describes 1999 as ‘a good year’ and cites a 
number of high points: ‘In terms of social 
challenge and radical venturing, Larry 

O’Loughlin’s young adult book Is Anybody 
Listening (1999) and his 2001 boundary-
challenging novel dealing with male rape, 
Breaking the Silence, remain publishing 
highlights for me, and indeed for many 
readers and reviewers.’ The company was 
acquired by Merlin in 2001 and with 
such a strong backlist it was unfortunate 
that, as Cashman states, ‘Wolfhound did 
scarcely any publishing thereafter, to my 
great surprise and disappointment, and 
impacting on so many authors, including 
children’s writers.’

Well-known writer for adults and 
children Sarah Webb had her debut 
in 1997 with Kids Can Cook published 
by The Children’s Press/Anvil. The 
Children’s Press was a very small press 
in Rathmines that also published 
Tony Hickey and Yvonne McCrory. 
Publisher and editor Rena Dardis is 
fondly remembered by Sarah Webb as ‘a 
confident, knowledgeable editor. She knew 
exactly what she wanted and was good at 
articulating her ideas and she was kind 
and patient with me.’ Though small in 
size, The Children’s Press produced many 
books.

As the millennium was beginning, Irish 
talent was soon spotted by UK publishers, 
who were able to provide bigger advances 
and had larger marketing funds. Hence 
many Irish writers and illustrators who 
launched their careers at home soon found 
UK publishers for their subsequent titles –  
though a lot of writers went straight to 
the UK and launched their careers to 
huge success. John Boyne was already 
an established writer of adult fiction 
when he turned his focus to writing for 
children. The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas was 
published in 2006 and has seen meteoric 
success since. 

From 2007 to 2015 fewer books were 
published, especially picturebooks. This 
is most likely due in part to the recession 
and subsequent job losses that meant 
Irish publishers neither had the funds 
nor the resources to take as many risks 
or produce highly illustrated books. But 
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after eight years of being cautious and 
readjusting their focus, publishers began 
to publish picturebooks again. And in 
2016, winners at the CBI Book of the Year 
Awards included the lavishly illustrated 
Irelandopedia: A Compendium of Maps, Facts 
and Knowledge by Fatti and John Burke 
(Gill Books) and Mary Webb’s retelling 
of Gulliver illustrated by Lauren O’Neill 
(The O’Brien Press). Irish publishers are 
now producing a lot more picturebooks 
with new illustrators – for example, Sarah 
Bowie and Nicola Colton. In 2016 Gill 
Books produced the beautifully illustrated 
Pigín of Howth by Kathleen Watkins and 
Margaret Anne Suggs, which won the 
Specsavers Children’s Book of the Year 
Junior Award at the Bord Gáis Energy 
Irish Book Awards. But as Gráinne Clear, 
Publishing Manager and Art Director 
of Little Island Books, points out, this 
rise in picturebook production is not 
just happening here: ‘The increase in 
illustrated books is happening all over 
the UK as well as in Ireland, and in both 
cases I think it’s in response to young 
readers being so accustomed to the 
brightly coloured and fast-paced digital 

screen. Children are much more visually 
literate at a young age than they were in 
previous generations, and they’re being 
exposed to a large amount of colourful 
and stimulating images at all times on TV 
and online.’

So can Irish publishers continue this 
golden age and match children’s increasing 
visual literacy? All publishers interviewed 
have illustrated books coming out this 
year, including debuts. According to 
Howard: ‘We continue to be excited by 
the huge amount of creative talent that 
is abundant in Ireland and to be part of 
the process that makes beautiful physical 
objects.’

For a country that is known 
internationally for its abundance of 
scholars and which celebrates its poets 
and writers for adults, might it be time 
for children’s publishers to receive more 
recognition and external support in order 
to keep this industry of ‘visual storytelling’ 
thriving? For publishers without external 
support, trying to compete with the 
UK industry which is publishing large 
numbers of picturebooks is very difficult, 

especially as they have to keep up with 
digital and social media demands as 
well. Campbell states: ‘Our children’s 
publishing is not grant-aided, it is self-
funded. We are investing in it to try and 
make it commercially viable which is very 
tough as the market is very competitive.’

This year we celebrate the 350th 
anniversary of the birth of Jonathan 
Swift – why not take this opportunity to 
acknowledge and reward Irish children’s 
publishers for their immense contribution 
to the quality of Irish books? In the past 
a number of Irish children’s publishers 
have been on the receiving end of funding 
cuts, for instance in 2014 The O’Brien 
Press had their Arts Council funding cut 
by 84 per cent. One of the many ways this 
could be achieved would be, as Cashman 
highlights, through the Arts Council 
becoming more informed about Irish 
children’s publishing and the challenges 
publishers already face: ‘But with what 
looks like seriously flawed Arts Council 
thinking and action, it is difficult to 
understand what the Council expects – if 
indeed anything – from the children’s 
publishing sector. There seems to be 

zero publishing intelligence operating 
at Council level. Whether based on 
indifference or lack of knowledge is hard 
to gauge.’ Though it is a very competitive 
industry, publishers agree that there is 
room for another children’s publisher, who 
would need self-belief, tenacity and a clear 
idea. As Howard states: ‘There is always 
room for newcomers when an industry 
is thriving. Our advice would be to keep 
an eye on what your customer wants and 
endeavour to deliver that to the best of 
your ability.’ 

As well as informed Arts Councils, what 
is also needed are more bursaries, more 
awards to allow publishers to take more 
risks. As Campbell stresses: ‘there is no 
shortage of talent and willingness – there 
are so many very talented, inspiring and 
charismatic writers out there!’ So let’s find 
a way to launch and sustain new writers 
and illustrators’ careers and keep this 
golden age shining!

CLAIRE M DUNNE 
Tá borradh ar litríocht Ghaeilge na 
n-óg le blianta beaga anuas agus mar 

chroílár den bhorradh sin tá an fás agus 
an fhorbairt atá ag teacht ar an tionscal 
foilsitheoireachta. Féachfaidh an t-alt 
seo ar na deiseanna agus na dúshláin 
atá roimh mhórfhoilsitheoirí litríocht 
Ghaeilge na n-óg sa lá atá inniu ann, 
mar aon leis na hathruithe agus an 
leanúnachas sa tionscal foilsitheoireachta 
le fiche bliain anuas, ag eascairt as 
ceistiúchán a chomhlánaigh roinnt 
foilsitheoirí.

Is ceird ildánach í an fhoilsitheoireacht. 
Tá scileanna eagarthóireachta, deartha, 
scéalaíochta agus margaíochta i gceist 
agus, mar sin, caithfidh foilsitheoirí a 
bheith solúbtha. Difríocht amháin atá 
feicthe ag na foilsitheoirí uile le tamall 
anuas ná an spéis i gcúrsaí teicneolaíochta. 
Is cara í an teicneolaíocht do litríocht 
na n-óg ar bhealach. Cuirtear fóram 
fíorúil ar fáil d’fhoilsitheoirí inar féidir 
a gcuid leabhar a chur ar shúile na 
gceannaitheoirí ionchasacha. Trí chúpla 
cliceáil a dhéanamh is féidir le daoine i 
bhfad is i gcéin leabhair a ordú ó shuíomh 
an chomhlachta. Níl glacadh iomlán 
leis na múnlaí teicniúla nua-aimseartha 
seo, áfach, agus leagtar an-bhéim ar an 

tábhacht a bhaineann le scéal faoi leabhar 
nua a scaipeadh ó bhéal trí fhreastal ar 
imeachtaí Gaelacha nó trí theagmháil a 
dhéanamh caol díreach le scoileanna. Cé 
go bhfuil an fhorbairt teicneolaíochta 
seo le feiceáil, is beag athrú atá tagtha 
ar na dúshláin mhargaíochta. Is údar 
díomá d’fhoilsitheoirí a laghad tráchta 
agus a dhéantar ar shaothair Ghaeilge 
sna mórmheáin chumarsáide agus 
shóisialta, agus a dheacra is atá sé spás 
a fháil do leabhar Gaeilge ar an tseilf sa 
siopa leabhar. Maidir le leabhar a chur 
ar fáil go digiteach ní gá gur bagairt 
don leabhar traidisiúnta é agus féachtar 
orthu mar thaca don bhunleabhar den 
chuid is mó, agus go ndéantar é go 
comhuaineach nó i ndiaidh don leabhar 
teacht amach. Ach má chuirtear áiseanna 
teicniúla le roinnt leabhar is féidir leis an 
áis sin dul as feidhm tar éis cúpla bliain 
agus mar sin caithfidh na comhlachtaí 
foilsitheoireachta a bheith ag síorfhás. 

Tá na foilsitheoirí ar aon fhocal maidir 
leis an gcaighdeán teanga agus scéil gur 
chóir a bheith ann. I bhfocail foilsitheoir 
amháin ‘é a bheith soiléir ach gan a 
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bheith róshimplí’. Tá comhordú neamh-
chomhfhiosach áirithe le feiceáil maidir 
leis an spriocphobal léitheoireachta ar a 
ndíríonn comhlachtaí foilsitheoireachta 
éagsúla, agus tá Cumann na bhfoilsitheoirí 
ann le tacú leis an meitheal. Cuireann 
ceann nó dhó béim ar chainteoirí dúchais 
agus tá na mórchanúintí le fáil sna 
leabhair seo. Tá cur chuige beagáinín 
difriúil ansin ag comhlachtaí eile, is é sin 
go ndíríonn siad ar fhoghlaimeoirí agus go 
dtuigeann siad an gá le gluaiseanna nó le 
hamharcleideanna a chur ar fáil sa leabhar. 
Déanann foilsitheoirí cinntí ciallmhara 
maidir le foclóir nua nó casta a thabhairt 
isteach. Déantar an téarma nua a mhíniú 
tar éis na chéad úsáide agus bíonn aithris 
ann ar an téarma go luath ina dhiaidh sin. 
Is minice gluais a bheith ar fáil ar bhun 
an leathanaigh i saothair fhicsin agus 
ar chúl i gcás saothair neamhfhicsin óir 
baineann an cineál sin léitheoireachta le 
cuardach eolais. I measc na dtacaíochtaí 
spreagúla eile tá closleabhair. Ach ní 
gá deighilt iomlán a dhéanamh idir na 
foghrúpaí léitheoireachta; bíonn roinnt 
deacrachtaí comónta ag cainteoirí 
dúchais, foghlaimeoirí agus léitheoirí 
drogallacha. An rud is mó ná go 
bhfuil spreagadh uathu chun léamh as 
Gaeilge. Tá foilsitheoirí feasach maidir 
le seánraí a gcuirfeadh léitheoirí spéis 
iontu. Ainmnítear greannáin, leabhair 
dhátheangacha agus scéalta ‘ardspéis-
comhthéacs íseal’ ar na cinn is éifeachtaí 
chun suim a mhúscailt sa léitheoireacht. 
Is beag teach foilsitheoireachta a phléann 
go sonrach le háiseanna do pháistí le 
sainriachtanais léitheoireachta ach tá 
forbairtí áirithe le feiceáil sa dearadh, mar 
shampla, dath an leathanaigh. 

Feidhmíonn litríocht na n-óg i spás 
cruthaitheach mar mhodh ealaíne atá 
faoi bhláth in Éirinn le tamall de bhlianta 
anuas, ach mar tháirge a bhíonn á dhíol 
ag comhlachtaí foilsitheoireachta do 
spriocphobal beag. Bíonn ar fhoilsitheoirí 
dul i ngleic leis an gcastacht seo nuair atá 
cinntí á ndéanamh maidir leis an litríocht 
a scríobhfar nó a ndéanfar coimisiúnú 
orthu. Ní haon ionadh go mbíonn na 
comhlachtaí uile ag brath, ar leibhéil 
éagsúla, ar mhaoiniú ó dheontais go 
háirithe ó Chlár na Leabhar Gaeilge, ón 
gComhairle um Oideachas Gaeltachta 
agus Gaelscolaíochta, nó ón gComhairle 
Ealaíon i bPoblacht na hÉireann nó i 
dTuaisceart na hÉireann. Ar ndóigh tá 
brabús le baint as na leabhair a dhíoltar 
ach a bhuí leis an tacaíocht maoinithe, 
tá na comhlachtaí foilsitheoireachta in 
ann bearnaí sa mhargadh a aithint agus 
a líonadh. I mbeagán cás cuireann an 
maoiniú srian áirithe ar fhoilsitheoirí sa 
mhéid go bhfuil orthu seánra faoi leith a 

fhoilsiú óir cuirtear maoiniú ar fáil dó seo 
amháin.  

Céad bliain ó shin, bhain litríocht 
Ghaeilge na n-óg leis an mbéaloideas den 
chuid is mó. Sa lá atá inniu ann, bíonn 
foilsitheoirí ag smaoineamh ar réimse 
níos leithne litríochta. Sna míonna 
atá romhainn cuirfear fáilte roimh 
leabhair eile i sraitheanna aitheanta, 
aistriúcháin, ciclipéid, ábhair dhigiteacha, 
breis déaglitríochta agus comheagráin. 
Ar an mianliosta d’fhoilsitheoirí tá 
bailiúchán scéalta, duanairí filíochta, 
leabhair chócaireachta, greannáin, 
leabhair dhátheangacha, agus tuilleadh 
leabhar sa seánra fantaisíochta. Tá 
cúpla seánra faoi bhláth in Éirinn faoi 
láthair, mar atá pictiúrleabhair. I bhfocail 
foilsitheoir amháin ‘tá paisean againn 
don scéalaíocht agus don ealaín araon’. 
Le forbairtí teicneolaíochta, tá sé níos 
éasca dearadh an leabhair a dhéanamh. 
Tá tábhacht ar leith le pictiúrleabhair i 
gcás na Gaeilge toisc go gcabhraíonn na 
pictiúir le léitheoirí ar bheagán Gaeilge 
an scéal a thuiscint. Chomh maith leis 
sin, cabhraíonn sé le maisitheoirí a bhfuil 
Gaeilge acu teacht isteach ar mhargadh 
nua. Ar ndóigh tá castacht ag baint 
leis an bpróiseas eagarthóireachta agus 
foilsitheoireachta nuair nach bhfuil an 
inniúlacht chéanna teanga ag na páirtithe 
go léir. Cé go bhfuil spéis léirithe ag 
na comhlachtaí ar fad maidir le réimse 
seánraí a chur ar fáil, tá spleáchas go dtí 
seo ar an leabhar ficsin. Braitear nach 
mbíonn éileamh mór ar na cineálacha 
eile litríochta i measc scoileanna ná siopaí 
leabhar, agus is iad sin na hearnálacha ina 
gceannaítear an méid is mó de na leabhair. 
Imríonn cúrsaí maoinithe, agus fáil ar 
scríbhneoirí cuí freisin, tionchar ar an 
gcumas atá ag na comhlachtaí na haislingí 
seo a fhíorú.

Is cnámh spairne an t-aistriúchán 
go ginearálta, i measc léitheoirí agus 
scríbhneoirí Gaeilge. Tá úsáid phraiticiúil 
ag baint le haistriúcháin – tá na léaráidí 
ar fáil cheana féin. Chomh maith leis sin, 
oireann an t-aistriúchán do scríbhneoirí 
bachlaithe nach mbeadh ar a gcumas 
acu leabhar iomlán a scríobh. I gcoitinne 
cuireann na comhlachtaí ar fad fáilte 

roimhe ach aithníonn siad, i bhfocal duine 
amháin ‘nach féidir bunsaothar Gaeilge 
a shárú’ nó gur gá a bheith cúramach 
‘nach bplúchann an iomarca aistriúchán 
an bhunobair’. Maidir leis na foilsitheoirí 
a thugann aghaidh ar aistriúcháin ó 
theangacha eile, tá siad sásta leis an ngné 
idirchultúrtha a bheith sna leabhair, 
ach ar ndóigh tá deacrachtaí ag baint le 
haistritheoirí a earcú le réimse teangacha 
ar a dtoil acu. Ní aistriúchán lom a bhíonn 
ann i gcónaí ach cur in oiriúint. Feicimid 
caidreamh nádúrtha idir comhlachtaí 
foilsitheoireachta do mhionteangacha 
eile, go háirithe Gaeilge na hAlban agus 
an Bhreatnais. Tuigeann na pobail seo 
riachtanais a bhaineann le mionteanga 
agus is comhoibriú luachmhar a thagann 
amach dá bharr. 

An fhís is mó a bhuanaíonn na 
comhlachtaí foilsitheoireachta ná údair 
nua a fháil, páistí a choinneáil ag léamh, 
agus margadh inbhuanaithe a fhorbairt. 
Ní beag an méid sin le baint amach 
agus dúshláin rompu: ceal maoinithe, 
laghdú ar chainteoirí dúchais, pobal 
léitheoireachta cúng, siopaí leabhar ag dul 
i léig, agus seanfhadhbanna poiblíochta 
agus margaíochta. Ag trácht dó ar na 
deacrachtaí a bhainfeadh le comhlacht 
foilsitheoireachta a thosú as an nua, deir 
foilsitheoir amháin ‘Ní bheinn ag moladh 
an day job a fhágáil’. Ina ainneoin sin, 
tugtar faoin obair go mórchroíoch agus 
is é an paisean, an dea-thoil a spreagann 
iad. Mar a deir foilsitheoir amháin ‘beidh 
áit i gcónaí ar na seilfeanna do leabhair 
ardchaighdeáin’. 

Thank you to the following publishers/ 
Gabhaimid buíochas leis na foilsitheoirí 
seo a leanas: An Gúm, An tÁisaonad, An 
tSnáthaid Mhór, Cois Life, Cló Iar Chonnacht, 
Éabhlóid, Futa Fata, Gill Books, Leabhar Breac, 
LeabhairCOMHAR, Little Island Books, The 
O’Brien Press and Poolbeg Press. Thanks also 
to former publisher of Wolfhound, Seamus 
Cashman, and Writer-in-Residence for Dún 
Laoghaire Rathdown Sarah Webb, for their 
contributions. Not all publishers contacted 
were in a position to contribute. Ní raibh na 
foilsitheoirí uile a ndeachamar i dteagmháil 
leo in ann páirt a ghlacadh sa taighde.

Síne Quinn has been working in the 
publishing industry for over twenty years, 
both in Ireland and the US. 

Is léachtóir le Gaeilge í an Dr Claire M Dunne 
in Institiúid Oideachais Marino. Bhí sí ina 
heagarthóir Gaeilge don irisleabhar Inis ó 
2011–2014. Bhí sí ina comheagarthóir ar 
an tríú cnuasach aistí acadúla ar litríocht 
Ghaeilge na n-óg.

We continue to be excited by 
the huge amount of creative 
talent that is abundant in 

Ireland and to be part of the 
process that makes beautiful 

physical objects
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CAILLTE I MO 
CHLOIGEANN

Bhí ceist ag an údar Patricia Forde; bhí 
suim aici faoi nósanna léitheoireachta 
chainteoirí óga dúchais Gaeilge. An 
mbíonn siad ag léamh as Gaeilge amháin, 
nó as Béarla, nó sa dá theanga? An bhfuil 
a leithéid de léitheoirí fós ann mar a bhí 
sise nuair a bhí sí óg, daoine a bhí i gcónaí 
ag tnúth le leabhar nua eile a fháil? Agus 
níos mó leabhar móréilimh á n-aistriú go 
Gaeilge, an bhfuil athrú tar éis teacht ar 
cathain agus cén chaoi a mbíonn siad ag 
léamh?

Bhí capaill bhána ar an bhfarraige maidin 
Dé Luain i dtús mhí Feabhra nuair a thug 
muid aghaidh ar Scoil na bhForbacha, i 
gContae na Gaillimhe, chun tús a chur 
lenár dtionscnamh. Bhí muid ag iarraidh 
a fháil amach cén gaol atá idir pháistí 
óga an lae inniu agus leabhair agus 
léitheoireacht. Chomh maith leis sin, bhí 
mise ag iarraidh a fháil amach an raibh 
léitheoirí dílse ann i gcónaí mar a bhí 
nuair a bhí mé féin óg? Léitheoirí a bhí 
paiseanta faoin léamh agus faoi leabhair 
thar rud ar bith eile. Cloiseann muid an 
oiread sin inniu faoi thionchar an idirlín 
agus na gcluichí ríomhaireachta ar an aos 
óg, ach ní chloistear mórán faoin tionchar 
atá ag leabhair ar an dream céanna. 

Níl aon fhoirgneamh scoile ag muintir 
na bhForbacha faoi láthair. Leagadh an 
tseanscoil roimh an Nollaig agus tá scoil 
nua á tógáil acu ar an suíomh céanna. 
Agus bí ag caint ar shuíomh! Is áit 
dhraíochtúil í, leis an bhfarraige taobh 

leo, Co. an Chláir amach rompu, agus 
Oileáin Árann le feiceáil go soiléir ag 
bun na spéire. Tá muintir na scoile ag cur 
fúthu i bhfoirgnimh réamhdhéanta ar an 
láthair. Scoil réasúnta bheag le céad ochtó 
sé dalta agus deichniúr foirne atá sa scoil 
seo. Níl Gaeilge ó dhúchas ag seasca faoin 
gcéad de na páistí anois, cé go bhfuil a 
lán Gaeilge fós le cloisteáil sa cheantar. Tá 
seanaithne agam ar an scoil seo agus tá a 
fhios agam gurbh í an Ghaeilge teanga an 
lae ann agus go bhfuil na múinteoirí an-
díograiseach faoin teanga chéanna. 

Chuir na daltaí fáilte mhór romhainn. 
Thosaigh muid ár gcomhrá le ceist shimplí 
go leor. Cén leabhar atá á léamh agat faoi 
láthair? Bhí Patrick (10) ar bís le hinsint 
dom.

‘Tá mé ag léamh David Walliams.’

Cén leabhar dá chuid?

‘Gangsta Granny.’

Cén fáth a dtaitníonn sé leat?

‘Is maith liom leabhair atá greannmhar 
agus tá sé seo thar a bheith greannmhar. 
Tá sé cosúil le Roald Dahl.’

Fuair cailín eile leabhar Geraldine Mills 
don Nollaig.

‘Gold an t-ainm atá air agus tá sé an-
mhaith,’ a dúirt sí.

Tá an leabhar céanna á léamh ag cúpla 
páiste eile. An bhfuil leabhar Gaeilge á 
léamh ag duine ar bith?

D’inis Maidhc dom go bhfuil leabhar le 
David Walliams – An Billiúnaí Beag – ag 
teacht amach go luath. Bhí sé léite aige i 
mBéarla ach tá sé chun triail a bhaint as 
an leagan Gaeilge. An bhfuil aon leabhar 
Gaeilge á léamh acu i láthair na huaire?

Léigh siad leagan Gaeilge de The Diary 
of a Wimpy Kid – Dialann Dúradáin – le 
Jeff Kinney, agus léigh chuile dhuine acu 
pictiúrleabhair i nGaeilge nuair a bhí 
siad níos óige. Bhí ardmholadh acu ar na 
maisitheoirí.

‘Is cuimhin liom na pictiúirí. Bhí sé níos 
éasca an scéal a leanúint le pictúirí.’ 

Agus cá bhfaigheann siad leabhair? Óna 
dtuismitheoirí agus ó Dhaidí na Nollag 
is cosúil. An bhfuil siad ina mbaill den 
leabharlann áitiúil? Tá an chuid is mó acu 
ina mbaill agus an-úsáid á baint acu aisti. 

Bhí rudaí ag dul go maith, ach bhí sé in 
am iad a chur faoi bhrú. Nach mbeadh 
siad níos fearr as amuigh faoin aer seachas 
a bheith istigh ag léamh leabhair? 

‘Bhuel … d’fhéadfá leabhar a léamh 
amuigh faoin aer úr, más maith leat,’ arsa 
Patrick, m’anamchara nua. 

Is scoil í seo a bhaineann taitneamh as 
leabhair agus tá béim ar an léitheoireacht. 
Tá siad ag súil go mbeidh leabharlann 
bhreá acu sa scoil nua. D’fhág muid slán 
leo ar an nóta sin agus thiontaigh muid 
ar ais ar an gcathair agus ar Scoil Iognáid, 
scoil lán-Ghaeilge, i lár na cathrach le 
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cúig chéad seachtó dó dalta agus ochtar 
múinteoir is fiche. 

Tá leabharlann dá gcuid féin acu agus 
bíonn múinteoir Eimear ann chuile 
mhaidin chun leabhair a thabhairt amach. 
Thug mé faoi deara go bhfuil líon mór 
leabhar nua sa leabharlann, idir fhicsean 
agus neamhfhicsean, idir Ghaeilge agus 
Bhéarla. 

Tá slua beag páistí ann chun labhairt linn, 
Eibhlín atá sé bliana d’aois ina measc. Tá 
The Worst Witch le Jill Murphy á léamh 
aici.

‘Léim leabhar amháin gach seachtain mar 
tógann sé seachtain chun leabhar a léamh. 
Sé The Worst Witch an leabhar is fearr 
liom.’

Agus an léann aon duine leabhar leat sa 
mbaile? 

‘Mamaí. Chuile oíche. Ach léann mise é 
freisin, i mo cheann, agus níl a fhios ag 
Mamaí go bhfuil mé ag léamh.’

Agus céard a léann Mamaí?

‘The Worst Witch.’ 

Ar ndóigh.

Bhí Dork Diaries le Rachel Russell á léamh 
ag cailín eile. Cheap Daniel gur leabhar do 
chailíní é. Cén fáth?

‘Tá clúdach bán dearg air agus love hearts 
air.’

Ní raibh buachaill ar bith sa ghrúpa sásta 
an leabhar sin a léamh. Ag an am céanna, 
cheap siad nár chóir go mbeadh leabhar 
speisialta ann do bhuachaillí nó do 
chailíní.

‘Is maith liomsa na leabhair a léann na 
leads,’ arsa Elena as rang a ceathair. 

Cé na leabhair iad sin? 

‘Leithéidí Rick Riordan agus Northern 
Lights le Philip Pullman.’ 

Cheap mé go raibh sé sin spéisiúil. I 
Northern Lights le Pullman, is cailín í an 
phearsa lárnach ach in aigne na bpáistí is 
leabhar do bhuachaillí é. 

Cúpla lá ina dhiaidh sin, thug muid cuairt 
ar Ghaelscoil Mhic Amhlaigh. Tá an 
Ghaelscoil seo ar imeall na cathrach agus 
tá cúig chéad agus tríocha dalta ann agus 
cúigear múinteoir is fiche. Níl Gaeilge 
sa mbaile ag an gcuid is mó de na daltaí, 
ach tá Gaeilge den scoth ag foireann na 
múinteoirí. Bhí scata mór léitheoirí ann 
romham agus neart le rá acu. Thosaigh 
muid le ceist thráthúil.

An léitheoir é Donald Trump, meas sibh?

Is cosúil nach raibh aon phoblachtánaigh 
sa ghrúpa mar ní raibh aon mheas acu ar 
an Uasal Trump.

‘Ní léitheoir é,’ arsa Niamh. 

Cén chaoi a bhfuil a fhios agat?

‘Mar níl sé cliste.’

‘Agus tá sé leisciúil! Bheadh sé ina luí 
ar tholg ag féachaint ar leabhar ach ní 
léifeadh sé é.’

Agus céard faoinár n-uachtarán féin? An 
léitheoir é Michael D. Higgins?

‘Sea. Is léitheoir é. Tá spéaclaí aige agus 
chuile rud.’

Tá tuairim le roinnt ag chuile dhuine ar an 
ábhar seo.

‘Agus tá sé cliste. Scríobh sé leabhar.’

‘Agus is file é.’

‘Agus mhúin sé mo mham nuair a bhí sí 
san Ollscoil.’

Bhí cailín beag ar bís chun rud éigin a 
insint dom.

‘Tá a fhios agam gur léitheoir é mar 
chonaic mé i Leabharlann Westside é lá 
amháin agus bhí sé ag léamh.’

Sin sin, mar sin. Is léitheoir é. 

Agus is léitheoirí iad na páistí seo. Tá 
cuid acu i gclub leabhar Charlie Byrne, 
siopa mór leabhar sa chathair, agus thug 
an múinteoir selection box do bheirt acu 
mar go léann siad an méid sin. D’iarr 
mé orthu cé acu arbh fhearr leo leabhar 
nó e-Leabhar. Seo an méid a bhí le rá ag 
Isobel as rang a cúig.

‘B’fhearr liom leabhar a léamh mar is 
maith liom an boladh a fhaigheann tú ó 
leabhar. Tá boladh milis ar sheanleabhair 
cosúil le marshmallows agus tá boladh nua 
ó leabhar nua.’

Agus bhí a cara Katie ar aon intinn léi. Tá 
Katie i rang a dó agus is fearr léi leabhar 
mar is maith léi a bheith ag casadh na 
leathanach rud nach féidir a dhéanamh le 
e-leabhar. Léann na páistí seo i nGaeilge 
agus i mBéarla agus tá tuairimí láidre acu 
mar gheall ar stádas na Gaeilge. Mhínigh 
Seán an scéal ar fad dom. 

‘Tá Béarla ag na Sasanaigh agus Fraincis 
ag na Francaigh so ba cheart go mbeadh 

Gaeilge againne.’

D’aontaigh Méabh leis.

‘Tá sé tábhachtach an teanga a choinneáil 
sa tír agus í a choinneáil beo. Agus mar 
sin tá sé tábhachtach go mbeadh leabhair 
i nGaeilge againn. Is breá liomsa leabhair 
faoi Fhionn agus na Fianna agus rudaí 
faoin stair.’

D’fhág muid iad ar an nóta sin, agus neart 
ábhar machnaimh againn.

Tháinig deireadh lenár dtriail i Scoil 
Náisiúnta Cholmcille ar an Tulach béal 
dorais le TG4. Tá céad fiche ceathair 
páiste anseo le beirt mhúinteoir déag.

Tá Gaeilge sa mbaile ag formhór na bpáistí 
agus tá beagnach chuile dhuine acu líofa. 

Bhí mé fós ag smaoineamh ar Donald 
Trump agus chuir mé ceist ar na páistí 
faoi. 

Ní raibh aon vótaí sa Tulach dó ach an 
oiread.

Thosaigh muid le Ruadhán i rang a trí.

‘Ní bhíonn sé ag léamh. Tá sé ró-dhána. 
Tá sé ag cur brú ar Mheicsiceo íoc as an 
mballa sin aige…’

D’aontaigh Tomás leis.

‘Níl sé go deas. Tá an t-uachtarán s’againne 
go deas. Tá a fhios agat féin. Breathnaíonn 
sé go deas agus tá sé go deas.’

Ní raibh mise ag dul ag easaontú leo.

Bhí sé iontach an paisean atá ag na páistí i 
dtaobh leabhar a fheiceáil. 

Thosaigh Ruadhán ag caint faoin 
leabhar a bhí idir lámha aige – Lá leis na 
Lochlannaigh le Máire Zepf agus maisithe 
ag Olivia Golden. Cheap Ruadhán go 
raibh sé iontach.

‘Tá a lán aicsin agus draíocht ann agus is 
maith liom na carachtair.’ Ansin d’inis 
sé an scéal ar fad dúinn. 

Ar thaitin aon scríbhneoir Éireannach eile 
leo? 

‘Áine Ní Ghlinn. Tá sí iontach.’

Cheap siad go raibh sé níos éasca a bheith 
ag léamh i mBéarla. Dúirt Matilde nach 
raibh dóthain cleachtaidh aici a bheith ag 
léamh i nGaeilge mar nach raibh dóthain 
leabhar ann dá haoisghrúpa. Tá Matilde i 
rang a sé.

Dúirt Rónán as rang a haon liom gur 
léigh a dheartháir leabhar le céad míle 
leathanach ann. Chur sin deireadh leis an 
gcomhrá ar feadh nóiméid fad is a rinne 
muid iarracht é sin a shamhlú.

Ní raibh mórán measa ag an dream seo ar 
e-leabhar ach an oiread.

Nach mbeadh siad níos fearr 
as amuigh faoin aer seachas 

a bheith istigh ag léamh 
leabhair? 

‘Bhuel … d’fhéadfá leabhar 
a léamh amuigh faoin aer úr, 
más maith leat,’ arsa Patrick, 

m’anamchara nua 
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‘Déanann siad dochar do do shúile,’ dar 
le hOscar. Agus chuaigh Tomás níos faide 
leis an scéal.

‘Déanann siad dochar do d’intinn.’

‘Tá siad déanta amach as leictreachas, 
agus má bhriseann sé ní féidir é a dheisiú, 
ach le leabhar is féidir téip a chur air agus 
beidh sé ceart.’ 

Cén áit a mbíonn siad ag léamh?

Ar scoil, sa mbaile, ar traein agus ar 
eitleáin.

Deir Tomás gur mhaith leis a bheith 
ag léamh sa leaba mar go mbíonn sé 
compordach ag luí siar agus ní bhíonn aon 
duine ag cur as dó.

Is cuma le Ruadhán cá mbíonn sé. 

‘Nuair a bhíonn tú ag léamh leabhar bíonn 
tú caillte i do chloigeann agus bíonn tú in 
ann rud ar bith a dhéanamh …’

Caillte i do chloigeann. An bhféadfá a 
bheith in áit níos fearr? Leis sin d’fhág 
muid An Tulach agus chuaigh muid 

abhaile chun machnamh a dhéanamh 
ar an méid a bhí foghlamtha againn. An 
bhfuil páistí fós ag léamh? Gan aon dabht. 
An bhfuil mo threibhse fós ann – na 
léitheoirí óga atá sáite i leabhar ó mhaidin 
go hoíche? Cinnte tá. Nach raibh mé ag 
caint leo? Fágfaidh mé an focal scoir ag 
Ruadhán Ó Fátharta ó Scoil Cholmcille.

‘Níl rud ar bith chomh maith le leabhar.’

Agus faoi sin, tá muid ar fad ar aon fhocal.

Is í Patricia Forde údar na bpictiúrleabhar 
Cití Cearc, Binjí, Mise agus an Dragún, Ná 
Dúisigh an Páiste (Futa Fata) chomh maith le 
sraith faoi Lisín an foghlaí mara. Is í údar The 
Wordsmith (Little Island Books) chomh maith. 
Tá cónaí uirthi i Maigh Cuilinn i gContae na 
Gaillimhe. 

Míle buíochas do Mháire Ní Choileáin a 
thóg na grianghraif agus na páistí ó Scoil na 
bhForbacha, Scoil Iognáid, Gaelscoil Mhic 
Amhlaigh agus Scoil Náisiúnta Cholmcillle,  
An Tulach.

OUR 
PATRONS



The role of Laureate na nÓg is to raise the profile 
of children’s literature, encourage conversation 
about it in the mainstream media, act as a point of 
connection for the artists working in the artform 
and to introduce high quality children’s literature 
to a new audience of adults, children and young 
people. So many of their aims are also CBI’s aims, 
and to that end, and to mark their outstanding 
contribution to children’s books in Ireland and 
internationally, we are proud to announce them 
as our patrons. The four artists who have been 
honoured with the title, Siobhán Parkinson, Niamh 
Sharkey, Eoin Colfer and PJ Lynch share a passion for 
telling stories, encouraging creativity, advocating 
for access to libraries and books and spreading the 
word about excellent children’s literature.  

Their laureateships have showcases these passions 
in full colour and to great effect, and we are certain 
that their patronage of CBI will be a huge benefit to 
the organisation. 

CBI has been fortunate to have the benefit of 
patronage from Pat Butler, Liam Connellan, Pat 
Donlon, Robert Dunbar, Séamus Heaney, Declan 
Kiberd and Eiléan Ní Chuilleanáin over a number 
of years, and we are grateful for their support. As 
we enter our twenty-first year, we look forward to 
working with our new patrons to bring Children’s 
Books Ireland to the next generation of members 
and partners, and to enlist their support as we 
strive to make books a part of every child’s life.

‘Children’s Books Ireland – 
together with its predecessor, 
Children’s Literature 
Association of Ireland – has 
had a profound influence 
on my career. Without 
the support, inspiration, 
friendships, information, 
contacts and discoveries 
offered by this group of like-
minded, passionate people, I 
very much doubt if I would 
have become a children’s 
writer, editor or publisher. 
Over the years, the annual 
conference in particular has 
been like a bottomless luckybag 
that keeps on giving. You never 
know what you are going to 
get, but it’s mostly yummy – 
and there will be more next 
year.’

Siobhán Parkinson,  
Laureate na nÓg 2010–2012

‘At the heart of all that 
Children’s Books Ireland does 
is the conviction that the joy 
and fun of great stories and 
pictures should be shared by 
every child on our island. It is 
a wonderful idea and the folks 
at CBI are passionate about 
spreading it. Since I became 
the fourth Laureate na nÓg, 
I have been able to observe 
at close quarters how CBI 
works tirelessly to enable and 
nurture creativity amongst our 
up-and-coming authors and 
illustrators, whilst continuing 
to embrace and encourage 
those of us who have been 
around a bit longer. CBI has 
grown into an organisation 
that is the envy of children’s 
books communities around the 
world.’

PJ Lynch,  
Laureate na nÓg 2016–2018

‘Words cannot explain how 
much Children’s Books 
Ireland means to me. CBI is 
instrumental in making you 
feel like you belong to a big 
happy family whose shared 
passion is children’s books. 
They have been champion, 
advocate and friend to every 
illustrator and author in 
Ireland. They share our united 
passion to make books and 
illustration part of every 
young person’s life through 
so many imaginative and fun 
ways. Their unfailing support 
for a quartet of laureates has 
transformed and spread the 
love of children’s books to 
a new level. Here’s to the 
next twenty years, I can’t wait 
to see what these dynamic 
wunderkinds cook up next!’ 

Niamh Sharkey,  
Laureate na nÓg 2012–2014

‘I have never met a group 
of people that embodies its 
title so much as Children’s 
Books Ireland. In the past 
two decades CBI has become 
synonymous with a love 
for reading and books. For 
readers, writers and publishers 
alike the passionate individuals 
of CBI are our champions and 
our heroes. Their enthusiasm 
is infectious, their energy is 
astounding and their support 
for anyone furthering the cause 
of young people reading is 
unwavering. Happy Birthday 
Children’s Books Ireland –  
you are now a young adult.’

Eoin Colfer,  
Laureate na nÓg 2014–2016 
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& Migration
SATURDAY 23 &  

SUNDAY 24 SEPTEMBER
Light House Cinema | Smithfield | Dublin 7

Plus many more to be announced.
For further details and tickets, check 
www.childrensbooksireland.ie  
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The annual CBI International Conference is 
one of the biggest events in the Children’s 
Books Ireland calendar and a major 
highlight of my year both personally and 
professionally. This weekend event never 
disappoints as an occasion to spend time 
with like-minded people who are hugely 
passionate about children’s books and 
literacy. As someone who is not originally 
from Ireland, I’m consistently amazed at 
the open and welcoming nature of the Irish 
children’s book community. The fact that I 
have made so many amazing friends through 
the conference is testimony to this. Over the 
years, I’ve also been given the opportunity 
to meet and become friends with some of 
the amazingly talented creators of children’s 
literature in Ireland; for me, this is the 
true gift of this gathering. This weekend 
conference brings us together with old 
friends, some of whom have travelled from 
far-flung parts of Ireland (some from even 
further afield) and an opportunity to make 
new ones. As much as I look forward to the 
‘organised’ parts of the conference, with the 
fantastic speakers and panels available, in 
many respects one of the reasons I enjoy the 
conference so much is the chance to catch 
up with the wider books community and the 
general buzz this generates. For many of us, 
it is the only time in the year when we get 
to meet in person. Getting to spend time 
conversing with those who are as passionate 
as I am and discovering that I am considered 
a valuable member of this community is very 
rewarding – it’s part of what reenergises me 
for the year ahead. I have never forgotten 
being told off by a fellow attendee for 
referring to myself as ‘just a bookseller’ – 
they were absolutely correct: we are all part 
of something bigger. The CBI conference 
endorses this.

Although I have been working as a bookseller 
in Hodges Figgis since 2002, it wasn’t until 
2009 that I first attended the conference, 
which was then held at the National Gallery 
of Ireland. That year Australian artist and 
writer Shaun Tan was a featured guest 
speaker. Shaun talked about the creative 
process behind his inspiring picturebooks, 
focusing on The Arrival and The Lost Thing. 
The other major highlight of that year 
was the guided tour of the Harry Clarke 
Illustrations for Hans Christian Andersen’s 
‘Fairy Tales’ exhibition organised by the 
gallery for conference attendees. In many 
ways, this is still one of my favourite 
conferences, partly because it was my first 
real exposure to the welcome of the wider 
Irish children’s book community. But also due 
to the personal realisation of the privilege 
of the incredible experience it is to listen to 

these passionate, talented people talking 
about working in a field they love. It is 
continually inspiring.

Over the years, I’ve grown to appreciate 
just how much work the CBI team puts into 
ensuring each conference is both unique and 
memorable. The annual announcement of the 
upcoming speakers always generates great 
excitement and is a testament to the thought 
that goes into the planning. Some speakers 
stick rigidly to the theme of the conference, 
some interpret it in fascinating ways and 
some ignore it completely (with clearly 
explained reasons) – it always produces a 
lively and eclectic mix.

As a devoted children’s bookseller, the 
conference is integral to my discovering 
what is happening in the world of children’s 
literature. Through the maintained focus on 
the small but steadily growing Irish children’s 
literature market, both with the involvement 
of Irish publishers in the conference and 
with the New Voices session, we are given 
the opportunity to hear about and from 
upcoming Irish talent. This is especially 
important for me as someone personally 
invested in this market.

Having the opportunity to listen to 
international authors and illustrators is 
fantastic, especially those whom CBI and iBbY 
Ireland have co-programmed over the years, 
including Spanish illustrator Elena Odriozola, 
who illustrated the wonderfully creative 
Vegetable Glue and other fantastic books, 
and French illustrator Barroux, who, after 
giving an incredibly moving talk about his 
book Line of Fire: Diary of an Unknown Soldier, 
taught the whole audience how to draw his 
elephant from Where’s the Elephant?, which 
also featured on the cover of that year’s 
programme. It was huge amounts of fun, 
and most of us, myself included, managed to 
reproduce a fairly recognisable animal! This 
again speaks to the quality of the event and 
the commitment of all involved to making it 
memorable – and to the enthusiasm of the 
audience, who are more than willing to get 
involved.

I can never decide whether I prefer the 
individual speakers or the panels, but 
over the years, I think some of the most 
memorable sessions have been those last-
minute schedule changes due to unforeseen 
circumstances. Who can ever forget 2010 
and the joy and enthusiasm with which a 
room of about two hundred adults joined 
in the singing (and dancing) of the Happy 
Hugglewug song, led by the talented Niamh 
Sharkey, first thing on a Sunday morning! 
Niamh, after an early morning phone call 
from CBI, had stepped in to give a talk about 

her work after the volcanic eruptions in 
Iceland prevented Anthony Browne attending 
the conference – thereby creating one of the 
CBI conference’s most memorable moments. 
Talking of unforeseen schedule changes 
reminds me of a story the much-missed 
Robert Dunbar shared with me years ago. 
Fellow New Zealander Margaret Mahy was 
attending the conference and was asked at 
the last minute to give the keynote speech 
at the dinner, due to the original speaker 
being delayed. Everyone was amazed that she 
was able to speak fluently and without any 
notes or preparation for about half an hour 
and still give her scheduled presentation the 
next day without repeating anything that 
she had mentioned the night before. Having 
had the opportunity to hear her speak many 
years ago in Auckland, I could well believe 
it. Unexpected substitutions like this seem 
to bring out the best in both speakers and 
organisers and the sheer goodwill bestowed 
by the audience on those who ‘step up’ is 
very satisfying.

Moving the conference from May to 
September has allowed CBI to tie into 
Culture Night events and enabled even 
more people to see some of the incredibly 
talented international guest speakers. Last 
year, this led to a successful partnership 
with Hodges Figgis. The CBI Book Doctors 
were in store dispensing prescriptions while 
Irish illustrator Chris Judge and conference 
guest and Canadian illustrator Sidney Smith 
were creating images inside our iconic shop 
window. Suggestions and requests for what 
to draw were prompted by the audience 
on the street outside via white board and 
Twitter, producing some interesting results – 
a banana with an ear?

At the close of each year’s event we are 
asked for feedback – and the chance to 
suggest those whom we’d like to hear speak. 
If I had the opportunity to programme the 
conference guests, it would be fantastic 
to see some of my favourite authors and 
illustrators from my own childhood, like 
Maurice Gee or Lynley Dodd from at home in 
New Zealand, but I have every faith in the CBI 
team. I can’t wait to find out what they have 
in store for us for at this year’s conference – 
I’ll be keeping an eye on social media. Either 
way, my ticket is booked!

Originally from Auckland, New Zealand, 
MaryBrigid Turner is a passionate 
children’s bookseller currently working in 
Hodges Figgis in Dublin. 



Things to Do is a visual and verbal feast, with the stirring poetry of 
Elaine Magliaro matched by the stunning pastel shades of Catia 
Chien. In her extended poem, Magliaro reflects on what it would 
feel like to be the parts of the everyday world all around us – the 
dawn, birds, a honeybee, an acorn etc. The language employed 
is rich and carries real depth, giving young readers a sense of the 
wonder of the world all around them and the limitless nature of 
imagination.

At the heart of Things to Do is a childlike preoccupation with 
those ‘ordinary’ things which can so easily pass us by. Acorns 
are celebrated for their ‘bumpy round cap, and starched brown 
coat’ which eventually gives way to the growth of a mighty oak, 
and a spider’s web is described as a ‘woven dinner plate’. Even 
the contents of a child’s pencil case come in for poetic treatment, 
with scissors depicted with their ‘silver jaws’ and an eraser 
wearing itself out doing the job of getting rid of mistakes.

Children of all ages will love this book. Little ones will revel in 
hearing its tones and texture, while older children will find as 
much joy in the rich language employed as in the everyday world 
described. Teachers will also find this to be an excellent resource 
to use with older children as a means of demonstrating the 
capacity of language to capture our world.

Highly recommended, this is a book which makes our world live 
through poetry, and poetry live in our world.   
Poetry, 0–4, 5–7, 8–10

Andrew Roycroft

Ní leor an focal ‘leabhar’ chun cur síos cuí a dhéanamh ar an 
bhfoilseachán seo le Tadhg Mac Dhonnagáin. Is éard atá i gceist 
in Bliain na nAmhrán ná bailiúchán rannta do pháistí roinnte de 
réir séasúir, dlúthdhiosca mar thionlacan leis an leabhar agus ceol 
nuachumtha air. Mar aon leis sin d’oibrigh maisitheoir amháin 
ar gach séasúr. Caoga leathanach atá thar a bheith gleoite atá le 
feiceáil mar aon le fiche amhrán binn le cloisteáil.

Is as síol beag a fhásann an crann is airde agus fásann an leabhar 
seo as an rann beag Síolta Beaga. Is oscailt álainn é atá ina 
hábhar dóchais dúinn go léir go dtiocfaimid go léir slán as an 
sneachta bán. Tá soineantacht agus glaine le brath i nguth álainn 
an pháiste a chanann an t-amhrán sin. 

Leanann an leabhar mar a leanann na séasúir a chéile. Na 
beacha, an trá, an zú agus an chuach a thugann an samhradh leo.  
Tagann rannta faoi dhuilleoga agus faoi fháinleoga sna sála orthu 
siúd, dar ndóigh. Is i lár an fhómhair atá ceann de na rannta is 
cliste, an ceann faoin múinteoir bocht nach bhfuil ag iarraidh dul 
ar ais ar scoil! Tá macalla an tseanamhráin ‘Mo Ghile Mear’ le 
brath ón dán ‘Tomás an tiora Rua’. Ní féidir leis an ainmhí bocht 
seo dul a chodladh ‘suan ná séan ní bhfuair mé féin go fóill’. 
Casann sé ar dhearcáin a chomhaireamh chun é féin a chur ina 
chodladh don gheimhreadh! 

Is leabhar iontach ar fad é seo, idir mhaisiúcháin, cheol, 
amhránaíocht agus leagan amach. An Fómhar an séasúr ab fhearr 
liom. 0–4, 5–7

Enda McKenna

reviews 40

We feel very fortunate, as we put together 
this anniversary issue, to have been inundated 
with a torrent of outstanding titles. Picking 
only two Editor’s Choices was particularly 
head-wrecking this time around! There is a lot 
to admire (and covet) in the following pages 
for book lovers of all ages and descriptions. 
Mar shampla, dóibh siúd a bhfuil Gaeilge 
acu, tá bailiúchán greannán, Ruaille Buaille 
Imleabhar 2, aistriúchán go Gaeilge ar Danny 
the Champion of the World (Danny Seaimpín an 
Domhain) le Roald Dahl, agus leagan sárálainn 
nua de cheann de na leabhair is tábhachtaí i 
stair litríocht Gaeilge na n-óg: Jimín Mháire 
Thaidhg le Pádraic Ó Siochfhradha. 

A lot of the books in our selection take a 
long, hard look at borders and boundaries 
and the people who inhabit them, often 
unnoticed and ignored. There are books 
about children in war zones undertaking 

the gruelling journey to, hopefully, safety (A 
Dangerous Crossing, Welcome to Nowhere), 
about young men toeing the line between 
idealism and terrorism (The Trap), teenage girls 
suffering from middle-child syndrome and 
kids exploring the grey areas between truth, 
lies and imagination (Nightlights, The Pudding 
Problem). 

This ‘space between’ (to borrow the title 
of Meg Grehan’s debut novel in verse) can 
be unsettling, frightening even. But it’s also 
where stories and people can pause and 
observe – and grow – before heading back into 
the fray and taking action one way or another. 
This paradoxically fertile no-man’s-land is also 
where you will find a category of books often 
seen as children’s literature’s poor relation: 
poetry. 

In the past year or so, there has been a surge 
in the publication of wonderful poetry books, 
from thoughtful reissues of classics (such as 
The Moon Spun Round, a collection of W.B. 
Yeats poems edited by Noreen Doody, with 
stunning illustrations from Shona Shirley 
MacDonald) and anthologies (All Through 
the Night published by Poetry Ireland), to 

clever new creations of subtle story poems 
(the fabulous Things to Do) or romps for 
the very young (Jelly Boots Smelly Boots). 
Tá filíocht álainn le fáil in Bliain na nAmhrán 
chomh maith, leabhar nua gleoite ó Futa 
Fata. Bainfidh páistí agus tuismitheoirí an-
taitneamh as breathnú ar na léaráidí galánta, 
focail na n-amhrán a léamh agus éisteacht 
leis an gceol ar an dlúthdhiosca a théann leis 
an leabhar. These books allow young readers 
of all ages and abilities to look at the world 
as it is, to imagine how it might be and to 
dream up ways of actually changing it. Indeed, 
that is exactly what the narrator of When I 
Coloured in the World (by Ahmad Reza Ahmadi 
and Ehsan Abdollahi) has set out to do: ‘I 
rubbed out that word war. / I got my sky blue 
crayon and I wrote peace with it ... All over the 
world news came from / radios saying that all 
the wars had stopped. / After that news, the 
radios played such lovely / music that flowers 
bloomed in empty vases.’

Happy reading! Bainigí taitneamh as an 
léitheoireacht!

Juliette & Siobhán

 REVIEWS

denotes an Irish author/illustrator/publisher 
údar/maisitheoir/foilsitheoir as Éirinn

denotes poetry/seasann d’fhiliocht

Elaine Magliaro  
Illustrated by Catia Chien 
THINGS TO DO 
Chronicle Books, February 2017 
Hardback, 40pp, £10.99 
ISBN 9781452111247

Tadhg Mac Dhonnagáin  
Maisithe ag Jennifer Farley, Brian 
Fitzgerald, Tarsila Krüse agus Christina 
O’Donovan 
BLIAIN NA nAMHRÁN 
Futa Fata, Nollaig 2016 
Clúdach Crua, 67lch & CD, €16.95 
ISBN 9781910945216
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Edited by Marie Heaney 
Illustrated by Paula McGloin  

ALL THROUGH THE NIGHT: NIGHT 
POEMS AND LULLABIES 

Poetry Ireland, September 2016  
Hardback, 130pp, €16.99 

ISBN 9781902121611

This beautifully produced book feels much 
more substantial than its 130 pages would 
suggest, thanks to good quality paper 
and a solid, silk-touch cover. It is visually 
enticing, with turquoise endpapers, pink 
headband and an engaging cover image 
of a spotlight revealing a streetscape 
complete with urban fox. Four double-page 
spreads of coloured illustrations provide 
a satisfying bridge between cover and 
content. 

And the content is splendid. Heaney 
has compiled a varied and surprising 
anthology, bringing together a wide 
range of lyrics from traditional rhymes 
and ballads to contemporary poetry, and 
including poems in Welsh and Irish, in 
the original and in translation. 

There is great musicality in the book, as 
befits a collection to be read aloud, and 
adult readers will surely break into song 
for – or at least hum the refrain of – classic 
songs like ‘Oft in the Stilly Night’, ‘Hush 
Little Baby’ and the titular ‘All Through 
the Night’. It would make a perfect 
audiobook. 

Heaney has spoken of how her late 
husband was the inspiration for the 
anthology, and her thought-provoking 
introduction explains the narrative 
trajectory, which progresses from lullabies 
through to more adult ‘night poems’, with 
their preoccupations with insomnia and 
love-making, and concluding with poems 
which ‘bring the eternal note of sadness 
in’ – ending, movingly, with a quotation 
from Hamlet: ‘Now cracks a noble heart. /  
Goodnight, sweet prince: And flights 
of angels sing thee to thy rest!’ Highly 
recommended. Poetry, All ages

Amanda Bell

Vladimir Mayakovsky, Osip Mandelstam  
and Daniil Kharms 

Illustrated by Lydia Popova, Boris Ender and 
Vladimir Konashevich 

Translated by Eugene Ostashevsky 
THE FIRE HORSE 

The New York Review of Books Children’s 
Collection, March 2017 
Hardback, 48pp, £13.80  
ISBN 9781681370927 

The Fire Horse is a beautifully produced, 
silky-feel hardback with deep French 
grooves along the spine so that it falls 
open perfectly in the hand; it is stitched 
rather than perfect-bound, with bright-blue 
paste-downs and endpapers, and the cover 
design features a muted palette of duck-egg 
blue, brick red and mustard yellow. 

You would be tempted to buy it on the 
basis of the cover alone, but the contents 
are also a delight, featuring three story 
poems from Soviet Russia’s golden age 
of children’s books. Constructivist poet 
Mayakovsky’s story, originally titled 
‘On Collective Labor: The Fire Horse’, 
describes the making of a toy horse as a 
means of illustrating the social nature 
of labour. Popova’s bold and colourful 
illustrations feature images of all the 
artisans involved in the creation of the toy. 
Acmeist poet Mandelstam’s ‘Two Trams’ 
describes, with quirky realism, a day in 
the life of two tramcars in Leningrad and 
is economically illustrated in a limited 
but effective palette by Ender. Kharms 
is one of Russia’s best-loved children’s 
poets. His poem ‘Play’ is an exuberant 
story of three little boys pretending to be 
a car, a steamboat and a Soviet airplane. 
Kanashevich brings the boys to life with 
line drawings against a colour-wash 
background. 

Translated from the Russian by award-
winning translator and author Eugene 
Ostashevsky, these stories are a fascinating 
snapshot of Russia in the 1920s. A must 
for anyone interested in illustrated 
children’s books, avant-garde art or 
twentieth-century book history. Poetry, All 
ages

Amanda Bell

Davina Bell 
Illustrated by Allison Colpoys 

UNDER THE LOVE UMBRELLA 
Scribble, March 2017 

Hardback, 32pp, £11.99 
ISBN 9781925228205  

 
 
 

From the creative duo behind the award-
winning The Underwater Fancy-Dress Parade 
comes another charming picturebook 
tackling childhood fears and anxieties. 
Under the Love Umbrella reassures readers 
that familial love is enduring, ever-present 
and constantly protective, much in the 
manner of a grand umbrella. The pages 
are packed with illustrations of various 
love umbrellas, marvellous metaphors 
for the bond which children and their 
guardians share. 

The picturebook draws out the various 
challenges and problems which trouble 
little ones, highlighting how small things 
can often loom large. The illustrations 
focus on four children in particular, their 
troubles ranging from broken toys and 
barking dogs to moving house and intense 
shyness.

Bell’s gentle rhyming text perfectly 
conveys the comfort and affection of a 
parent. Colpoys’s illustrations beautifully 
complement the tone of the text. 
Dominated by purples, pinks and yellows, 
the gorgeous palette creates an especially 
warm and romantic atmosphere. Colpoys 
also ensures that the cast of characters 
is diverse, with boys and girls of various 
ethnicities and families of all shapes and 
sizes, including single parents, same-sex 
parents and grandparent guardians.

Simple, sweet and heartwarming, this is 
the perfect picturebook to assure little 
ones that all we really need is love! 0–4

Emily Daly
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Lucy Cousins 
A BUSY DAY FOR BIRDS 

Walker Books, February 2017 
Hardback, 32pp, £11.99 
ISBN 9781406367607

Lucy Cousins needs no introduction 
to picturebook readers. There is hardly 
an early-learning centre or home that 
hasn’t one or all of her Maisy Mouse 
books somewhere. And they are probably 
thumbed, tattered, drooled upon and 
very well-loved. This book will fit right in 
beside them.

The front endpapers show us a host 
of colourful birds on a deep green 
background. But what’s this on the back 
endpapers? Shhhh! All the same birds fast 
asleep on dark blue. What on earth did 
they get up to in between the covers? Let’s 
take a look. 

We are invited to imagine that from  
cock-crow to owl-hoot we have been 
behaving like some bird or other: we have 
been up to all sorts of exciting antics – 
swooping, hopping, pecking, fly-catching, 
swimming, laying eggs and even wiggling 
our bums to show off our tails. What a 
riot of colour and language and fun-filled 
action and all told in rhyme! 

Educationally, this book is perfect for 
developing oral language about birds, 
colours and ‘doing-words’. But most of 
all it is a glorious celebration of birds 
and life. The bright and bold colours are 
typical Cousins and perfect for toddlers 
and babies alike. In early primary it could 
lead to all kinds of mayhem and fun in the 
PE hall, and if the kindergartners don’t 
come back laughing and thirsty, well then 
you’re not reading it properly. This book is 
probably not a bedtime read. It demands 
energy and action. Brace yourselves, 
parents and teachers! 0–4 

Mary Roche

Édouard Manceau 
Translated by Annie Eaton 

THE PARROT SONG 
Tate, January 2017 

Hardback, 32pp, £11.99 
ISBN 9781849764971

Repetition and simplicity are key features 
of The Parrot Song – a simple narrative 
rhyme about a child receiving a present 
of parrot eggs. Each phrase is ‘parroted’ 
by the child and the story is repeated – a 
technique which evokes memories of 
playground clapping games. Although it 
seems some of the rhythm has been lost 
in translation, there is still a great sense of 
charm. 

Illustrations are pared right back to basic 
shapes, reminiscent of potato prints, and 
have a strong narrative thread. This is a 
book that has been carefully considered 
for its young audience. Clarity is not once 
compromised in favour of aesthetic. There 
is an undeniable sophistication in the 
colour palette and careful balance of each 
page, but there is never a sense that this 
has been honed with an adult audience in 
mind. 

As always with Tate, the production 
quality is high end. The pages are a heavy, 
luscious cream paper. The font colour 
subtly fades from black to dark grey to 
indicate the echoed text. The inks used 
result in pictures that look like fine-art 
prints. This is a gorgeous book with lots to 
give, perfect for preschoolers. 0–4 

Vita Coleman

Olivier Tallec 
WHO WHAT WHERE? 

Chronicle Books, September 2016 
Hardback, 32pp, £9.99 
ISBN 9781452156934

The world of crime doesn’t feature 
much in picturebooks, but in Who What 
Where? young readers have the chance 
to channel their inner super-sleuths and 
solve a mystery. On each spread a scene 
is set, a question is asked and a line-up is 
presented. Who jumped too high? Who 
got stuck in a tree trunk? Who stepped in 
paint? The kooky suspects are children or 
animals, all with particular features that 
will encourage readers to examine, discuss 
and root out the culprit.

This unusual long-shaped book follows 
the same format as Olivier Tallec’s Who 
Done It? Partial faces and shapes of funny 
animals are hidden in brightly coloured 
but minimalist scenes at home or in the 
garden. His comic-styled characters are 
reminiscent of Charlie Brown, with the 
added bonus of suspicious blue raccoons 
and confused red bears. Keen-eyed readers 
then need to spot the clues in the main 
scene to determine which of the suspects 
got themselves into a spot of bother. But 
it’s not always that easy, so expect some 
debate.

An excellent book for encouraging skills of 
imagination, observation and conjecture. 
It will stimulate discussion on reasoning, 
incite hilarity at the contrived situations 
and, best of all, show how a picture really 
does say a thousand words. Funny, clever 
and slightly bonkers. 0–4

Olivia Hope
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Jodie Parachini 
Illustrated by Daniel Rieley 

THIS IS A SERIOUS BOOK 
Faber & Faber, January 2017 

Paperback, 24pp, £6.99 
ISBN 9780571329465

This is a book for giggle-inducing 
bedtimes, teatimes, lunchtimes, any times. 
It is a book to be read by big people to 
little people to puncture the pomposity of 
self-important books. It is a book that is 
serious about being fun and about making 
reading fun. 

The unseen narrator tries in vain to get 
the characters on the page to behave, but 
they are quite determined to undermine 
her, literally, at every turn of the page. A 
donkey making faces in a brightly coloured 
hat; a zebra playing statues; a silly snake; 
marching monkeys and a penguin on 
parade – all defy the author, who protests 
that she is trying to create a serious book. 
In the end, she is forced to give in and the 
lively creatures take control. 

This, says Jodie Parachini, is the first book 
she has written that was entirely her idea, 
but she has written and edited for children 
before and is clearly comfortable playing 
with spare text, splashes of colour and 
lots of clean white space. Daniel Rieley’s 
illustrations create a collection of cheeky 
animal characters who have fun defying 
the author and showing off to the reader. 
This is one for younger children who 
enjoy being read to and grown-ups who 
are prepared to have fun and not take 
themselves too seriously. 0–4+

Jan Winter

Elizabeth Clark 
Illustrated by Nina K. Brisley 

THE FARMER AND THE FAIRY AND 
OTHER STORIES 

Pikku Publishing, November 2016  
Hardback, 72pp, £8.99  
ISBN 9780993488429 

Once a beloved storyteller in Britain, 
Elizabeth Clark – or at least her work – 
has fallen into obscurity and out of print. 
However, Pikku Publishing is looking to 
revive her reputation by republishing a 
series of her storybooks with meticulous 
recreation. 

The Farmer and the Fairy and Other Stories 
is the fourth in the series but works as a 
fine introduction to Annette Elizabeth 
Clark, the teller of tales. This collection 
of five stories draws from a wide variety 
of sources, including Japanese folklore, 
South African fables and legends of King 
Solomon. Originally published in 1936, 
the writing is unmistakably of its time, but 
it retains its charm. It is immensely aided 
by the wonderful illustrations of Nina K. 
Brisley, featuring both her expressive ink 
drawings and her bold full-colour plates. 
The tales run the gamut of whimsical 
talking-animal skits and magic adventure. 
This reviewer’s personal favourite was 
the title tale, where a greedy farmer has 
captured a fairy for his own material gain 
– but, of course, things don’t quite go his 
way.

With its gold foiling and ribbon 
bookmark, this loving replica is possibly 
more suitable as a gift for a vintage-minded 
adult. However, for children beginning 
their journey into reading, the language is 
clear and the stories are lively and varied, 
making it as appealing to an early reader 
now as it was eighty years ago. Elizabeth 
Clark’s legacy remains in safe hands. 0–4, 
5–7

Cethan Leahy

Ciara Flood 
THERE’S A WALRUS IN MY BED! 

Andersen Press, April 2017 
Hardback, 32pp, £11.99 
ISBN 9781783444922

Ciara Flood’s latest picturebook, There’s 
a Walrus in My Bed!, is a delight. Flynn, 
the hero of the story, is excited to be 
moving into his first big boy’s bed. Or he 
would be, if it weren’t already occupied 
by a walrus. And what a walrus! This 
one is deliciously orange and fleshy and 
definitely tusky. Flynn tries all kinds of 
tricks to put off going to sleep, demanding 
snacks and blankets and songs and hugs, 
all to his tormented parents’ dismay. And, 
of course, none of it is Flynn’s fault. How 
is he supposed to sleep with an enormous 
walrus in his bed?

This is a story that will resonate with 
parents who have struggled with a child 
experiencing that first night in a new bed. 
It’s a big step towards independence and 
that brings its own anxieties. Flood deals 
sensitively with the fears of a two- to three-
year-old, using humour to bring some of 
those imagined monsters into the light. 

The illustrations are bold and colourful, 
with bright oranges and vivid blues vying 
for attention. I particularly liked the 
depiction of the parents: long suffering 
and put upon, they give the adult reader 
a wholly different and very recognisable 
story. Highly recommended. 0–4, 5–7

Patricia Forde
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Patricia Hegarty 
Illustrated by Ryan Wheatcroft 

WE ARE FAMILY 
Caterpillar Books, February 2017 

Hardback, 24pp, £10.99 
ISBN 9781848575516

In We Are Family the rhyming storyline 
takes second place to the vibrant, engaging 
illustrations. The words take the reader 
through the ordinary events of a day 
including happy times, sad times and 
so to bed. The endpapers are illustrated 
and written upon so not a single page is 
wasted.

The illustrations are in a limited, bold 
colour palette, full of detail and action. It 
is both easy and fun for children to follow 
all ten families through their day. My 
sample audience were so engrossed by the 
illustrations that the book was taken from 
me so they could turn the pages backward 
and forward, tracing each family’s 
activities as the day progressed. They 
accepted the differences in colour, culture 
and sexuality of the different families 
without comment, but the flooded kitchen 
and the lost dog had them hunting for 
happy endings.

This is an ideal book to introduce the 
concept of differences between families, 
especially those of mixed ethnicity, gay 
or lesbian and children being brought 
up by grandparents or older couples. 
Diversity is beautifully illustrated and the 
fact that every family is seen following a 
similar course to their day unites them 
realistically.

Although aimed at preschoolers in its 
simplicity, I think this book would make 
an excellent addition to a book collection 
for slightly older children. As society 
becomes more diverse, it is very important 
that we talk to children about differences 
and similarities in an accepting and caring 
way. 0–4, 5–7

Heather Dorman-Smith

Kristyna Litten 
NORTON AND ALPHA 

Simon & Schuster, February 2017 
Paperback, 32pp, £6.99 
ISBN 9781471145773

Norton is a very lovable collector who 
spends his days gathering bits and pieces 
that he uses to create new and wonderful 
inventions. Early in the story he creates a 
companion, Alpha, who goes with him on 
his collecting trips. After many successful 
excursions, Norton and Alpha collect a 
thing they can find no use for. They try it 
out in many situations and put it through 
a number of tests; eventually, though, 
they give up on finding a purpose for the 
thing and discard it. But is it useless? Time 
will show that what is untestable is not 
necessarily without value.

Norton and Alpha are both endearing 
characters, very simply drawn with 
only dots for eyes, but nevertheless very 
expressive. Kristyna Litten uses a limited 
palette, but the vibrant colours she has 
chosen to create the imaginative world of 
Norton and Alpha make the story sing. 

Overall this is a beautifully illustrated 
book with a lot of charm. Young readers 
will enjoy investigating all of Norton’s 
inventions and collected items, and all 
readers will appreciate that something 
unexpected and ‘useless’ can actually be 
the most important thing of all. 0–4, 5–7

Tatyana Feeney

Simon Philip  
Illustrated by Ella Bailey 

I DON’T KNOW WHAT  
TO CALL MY CAT 

Simon & Schuster, January 2017 
Paperback, 26pp, £6.99 
ISBN 9781471124136

This humorous book tells the story of the 
hunt for the perfect name for a cat who 
has turned up on a little girl’s doorstep. 
It should be an easy task … but each page 
proves that there is much more to a name 
than just a sound. This book is a delight to 
read and had me going back through the 
pages to see what clues I may have missed 
along the way.

Highlighting a moment that many families 
will go through, this is a story that can 
be recommended to and enjoyed by both 
younger audiences and their grown-up 
reader alike. The author has captured the 
traits of a typical cat and highlighted them 
in witty moments throughout this book, 
as well as introducing many other likeable 
characters. 

The illustrations are captivating from 
the cover to the final pages. The imagery 
is enticing and fun; bright colours and 
additional elements pop out each time 
the story is re-read. And it will be! Author 
and illustrator have created a beautiful 
addition to our story time. 0–4, 5–7 

Rachel Hobbs
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Michael Rosen 
Illustrated by David Tazzyman 

JELLY BOOTS SMELLY BOOTS 
Bloomsbury, September 2016 

Hardback, 122pp, £14.99 
ISBN 9781408873434

Jelly Boots Smelly Boots is a new poetry 
collection from the vivid imagination of 
bestselling author and former children’s 
laureate Michael Rosen. The collection is 
packed full of poems of varying length, 
some only a few lines, others several 
pages long, and covers wildly differing 
themes, from school trips to dreams to 
food and family. There is even an ongoing 
poem that pops up at random intervals 
throughout the book introducing us to 
the many different dogs that seem to lurk 
‘Down behind the Dustbin’.

Michael Rosen is one of the most beloved 
of all contemporary children’s authors and 
his success at writing for all age groups 
proves that he has a singular insight into 
what children like to read. These poems 
are further evidence of this, as their wit, 
invention and clever word-play make each 
individual poem a delight to read, both to 
oneself and aloud.

The illustrations are by David Tazzyman, 
whose style will be familiar to readers 
of the Mr Gum books. His colourful 
pictures add greatly to the overall madcap 
feel of the book, as he picks out some 
of the funniest poems and their quirky 
characters to depict in his inimitable style.

The inclusion of an audio CD of Rosen 
reading each poem is a wonderful bonus 
and would be a great, and grateful, 
addition to any car journey with small 
passengers. Poetry, 0–4, 5–7

Brenda Frawley

Jean Roussen 
Illustrated by Loris Lora 

SAFE & SOUND 
Flying Eye Books, February 2017 

Hardback, 32pp, £11.99 
ISBN 9781911171287

Safe & Sound is a sweet bedtime 
picturebook in which the reader is 
presented with a wide variety of baby 
animals who are kept safe by their 
respective grown-ups in all sorts of 
different environments: chipmunks live 
underground, anteaters ride on their 
mothers’ backs, kangaroo joeys need a 
comfy pouch and crocodile hatchlings 
hide inside their mother’s mouth. 

Jean Roussen’s simple rhyming verse has 
a great sense of cosiness and warmth. 
The main focus is on the concept of a 
little one being cared for until he or she is 
ready to face life’s challenges on his or her 
own. The ending is also very satisfying, 
connecting the animal-like experiences 
to the human one and creating an 
atmosphere of calm and safety for the 
reader.

The beautiful pictures by Loris Lora have 
a touch of mid-century art, reflected by 
the softly muted colour palette and bold 
graphic depictions and compositions. 
The choice of clean typography and the 
thoughtful use of white space are a nice 
bonus, making the visual experience a 
treat.

Even though Safe & Sound is aimed at 
young children, its concept and visuals 
are so well executed that it is a book truly 
appealing to all ages, leaving the reader 
with the desire to drift away in a dream 
through the animal world. 0–4, 5–7

Tarsila Krüse

Anna Claybourne 
Illustrated by Abigail Goh  

WHERE’S THE BALLERINA?  
Ivy Kids Press, February 2017  

Hardback, 48pp, £9.99 
ISBN 9781782404507

Abigail Goh’s delicate and vibrant 
illustrations combine with Anna 
Claybourne’s clear and concise text to 
produce a visually stunning, absorbing and 
informative look at the world’s favourite 
ballet stories. 

Ten major ballets (including Swan Lake, 
Cinderella and Coppelia) are summarised 
through a short paragraph giving the 
history, setting and main outline of the 
story and introducing the main characters. 
Then there’s a scene-by-scene telling of the 
story, all with illustrations. Finally, you 
turn the page and encounter the brilliant 
double spread, teeming with detail, 
humour and life. This is a book which 
wears its historical research lightly –  
but it’s all there. The costumes, setting, 
and overall feel are all spot on. Equally, 
the stories are succinctly told and easy to 
understand. Hours upon engrossed hours 
may pass by while you search – not only 
for the ballerina, but also for the main 
characters. And when you’re not searching, 
you’re being entertained by the quirky 
illustrations, the humorous observations, 
the tiniest details. 

It’s rare to find a book which informs and 
entertains in equal measure, and with 
such style and panache, too. Brava! Take a 
curtsey! Non-fiction, 3+, 5–7, 8–10

Gillian Perdue
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Maggie Tokuda-Hall 
Illustrated by Benji Davies 

ALSO AN OCTOPUS 
Walker Books, January 2017 

Paperback, 32pp, £6.99 
ISBN 9781406373387

Also An Octopus is also, just so you know, 
the story of a little bit of nothing – because 
that’s how every story starts, when you 
think about it. Featuring a ukulele-playing 
octopus who wants to fly in a spaceship, 
a team of rocket scientists, a little girl and 
a cute bunny, this odyssey into the inner 
workings of a story is much more than the 
sum of its extraordinary parts. 

Tokuda-Hall takes her readers on a 
crash-course in narrative technique and 
storytelling and, along with Davies’s 
fabulously rich and glorious digital 
illustrations, uses a story to show us how 
to build a story – and it’s a success on 
every level. 

Tokuda-Hall and Davies have created an 
extravaganza of colour and imagination 
between them. Davies’s bold, dynamic 
palette perfectly complements Tokuda-
Hall’s eccentric and unique vision of how 
stories work and what makes them so 
compelling for those who read them. The 
idea that anyone can tell a story because 
everyone has a little bit of nothing is a very 
simple one, but incredibly powerful too, 
and this notion runs throughout the book. 

A wonderful storybook that’s also a how-to 
book, this is essential reading for curious 
readers of any age eager to jump into the 
world of storytelling. 0–4, 5–7, 8–10 

Becky Long

Pete Carter 
Illustrated by James Henderson  

OUR DOG BENJI 
EK Books, February 2017 
Hardback, 32pp, £9.99 
ISBN 9781925335330

Anyone who has ever owned a dog 
will know that dogs will eat practically 
anything – from bones to biscuits, from 
Brussels sprouts to buttercups, from 
pickles to polenta – if it looks in any way 
edible; they will, at the very least, give it 
a lick. Conversely, anyone who has ever 
cared for a child will know that, when it 
comes to food, kids are a little harder to 
please. 

Our Dog Benji, written by Pete Carter and 
illustrated by James Henderson, is a story 
about a gentle, mannerly dog who has a 
taste for, well, everything. Narrated by his 
young owner, a much less adventurous 
eater, Benji’s day is spent chomping 
through tomatoes, olives, slimy avocado, 
grass, daffodils and crunchy bugs. He even 
races to the kitchen every morning to see 
if the refrigerator has exploded during the 
night. 

Written in simple, easy-to-read prose 
and nicely illustrated in a comic-book 
style reminiscent of Grant Morrison and 
Frank Quitely’s (definitely not for kids) 
We3 comic series, this book is packed 
with subtle scatological humour for the 
kids and some equally subtle pop-culture 
references for adults. 

Carter and Henderson, an uncle-and-
nephew team from New Zealand, have 
produced a thoughtful, good-natured book 
that hopefully will encourage children to 
expand their culinary horizons. A great 
book for fussy eaters, dog lovers – or both! 
4+, 5–7

Alan Nolan

Dimity Powell 
Illustrated by Nicky Johnston 

THE FIX-IT MAN 
EK Books, March 2017 
Hardback, 32pp, £9.99 
ISBN 9781925335347

This book should come with a warning. 
It will make you cry. This heart-breaking 
and heart-warming story is narrated by a 
little girl who adores her dad. He can fix 
anything. We see her gazing at him with 
total confidence as he mends her many 
‘accidents’. She tells us that Mama ‘watches 
from her rug, the one that Dad stitched 
together from rainbows and old hugs’ – 
because she is ‘too sore on the inside to 
help us’. Simple, elegant language says the 
unsayable without fuss or melodrama. 

When the worst happens, the loss and 
grief are searingly depicted through 
similarly pared-back text and expertly 
created illustrations. The little girl tries 
to help. But broken hearts are not easy 
to repair. In the front endpapers we see 
some intact teapots, cups and saucers 
depicted against a wallpaper background. 
Interspersed throughout are tool-boxes 
and needlework kits, fabric, scissors, glue 
and tape – everything a handy-person 
would need. The back endpapers show 
the same china items, but fractured and 
repaired. Now the glue-pots and tape 
rolls are empty, the needlework kits are 
in disarray and the toolboxes are missing. 
Discussing these endpapers could help a 
child to prepare for what happens in the 
story. 

This book will be a useful addition to any 
school or family library because, sooner 
or later, all children will experience loss. 
This poignant and tender read leaves us 
the hope that, perhaps, all will be well, in 
time. 4–8 

Mary Roche
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Ahmadreza Ahmadi 
Illustrated by Ehsan Abdollahi 

Translated by Azita Rassi 
WHEN I COLOURED IN THE WORLD 

Tiny Owl Publishing, January 2017 
Paperback, 28pp, £7.99 
ISBN 9781910328224

Ahmadi’s picturebook empowers a child 
to make changes in an imperfect world 
with the tools at hand. The narrator uses 
her crayons to address how she would 
make the ‘bad’ things in the world better. 
Every new page has a word that the 
character changes. Rubbing out words that 
represent hardships and replacing them 
with colourful words that represent their 
opposite allows children to think about 
new ways they could envision the world. 
Frightening concepts like hunger, darkness 
and illness become controllable. ‘I rubbed 
out that word “drought.” I wrote “rain” 
with my silver crayon. Rain. Silver. I made 
it rain all over the world, and everyone 
had to put up umbrellas! I gave the world 
silver.’ 

Abdollahi’s abstract and colourful 
illustrations are paired with the changes 
the narrator has made to the world. The 
combination of the playing children, 
colourful flowers and intricate designs 
lend a folkloric feel to the book, making 
it fun to look at as well as read. The 
illustrations only show a happy world, 
leaving the original concepts to the 
imagination.

Ahmadi presents difficult situations in life 
in a creative, non-threatening way, easy for 
a young reader to understand. The playful 
way the narrator creates her own world is 
refreshing, making the reader feel joyful, 
uplifted and, at the same time, thoughtful. 
Poetry, 5–7

Caroline Turner

Anne-Sophie Baumann 
Illustrated by Olivier Latyck 

THE ULTIMATE BOOK OF SPACE 
Twirl, December 2016 

Hardback, 60pp, £12.99 
ISBN 9791027601974

This information-packed and cleverly 
designed illustrated book on space and 
space exploration will please inquisitive 
children of many ages and abilities. The 
format, using small units of information 
presented in interesting ways, allows 
children to explore the book alone or 
with the help of a friendly adult co-reader. 
Both will enjoy the interactive experience 
made possible by creative use of paper 
engineering from simple, familiar lift-the-
flap pieces to full 3D spreads depicting a 
rocket launch or the Earth as seen from 
space. By manipulating the flaps and slides 
and pull-tabs, children will reveal extra 
nuggets of information. For instance, did 
you know that astronauts wear a kind of 
nappy on long spacewalks, and animals 
that have been passengers on rockets 
include a dog, a cat, a monkey and even a 
jellyfish?

The illustrations are clear and colourful 
enough for younger children and also 
detailed enough to satisfy older children. 
There is a welcome gender-balanced and 
racially diverse representation of both 
astronauts and children in the book. I 
was also happy to see credit given to the 
expertise of an astronaut, an engineer, 
a scientific mediator and an educational 
mediator, who all contributed to the 
making of this book, helping to make it a 
reliable source of up-to-date information 
on space and space exploration for 
children. Non-fiction, 5–7, 8–10

Anne Gannon

Rose Blake 
MEET THE ARTIST: DAVID HOCKNEY, 

AN ART ACTIVITY BOOK   
Tate, February 2017  

Paperback, 32pp, £6.99  
ISBN 9781849764469 

Published to coincide with Tate Gallery’s 
phenomenally successful Hockney 
retrospective, this rich and expansive 
workbook is far more than supplementary 
material. Theory is explored but, after 
initially positioning us as art critics, Blake 
draws us in skilfully; in no time at all we 
are learning by doing. We move from 
pencils, to paint, to smartphones; from 
landscapes to portraits to set design. 
Inspiration is drawn from our reactions 
to Hockney’s finished work as well as his 
processes.

The text here is minimal, but carefully 
considered. The font is clear and 
unchanging. There are helpful tips set 
apart from the main text throughout 
(‘Artists Advice: If you get stuck just 
draw – that’s what counts!’). There is an 
emphasis on demystifying the artistic: the 
series A Rake’s Progress is compared to a 
comic strip; photo collage is explained as a 
patchwork of photos.

Blake’s illustrations are wonderful. 
First and foremost, they feature a great 
diversity of characters. Each page is 
carefully balanced: illustrations enhance 
the experience by bringing the paintings 
into the context of everyday life and the 
reader into the studio environment. One 
fantastic spread is a map of LA which 
includes Hockney’s blue house. Blake 
invites us to listen to music while we find 
our way around the landscape. These 
pages of my copy are absolutely covered 
in my son’s drawings of the imagined 
houses of everyone he knows – and this is 
a testament to the sense of collaboration 
and exploration Blake evokes. It is 
unusual to find such intimacy created in a 
workbook. I hope this is the first of many. 
A tremendous success. Non-fiction, 5–7, 
8–10

Vita Coleman
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Patricia Forde 
Maisithe ag Joëlle Dreidemy 

CRIÚ NUA AR BORD! 
Futa Fata, Meán Fómhair 2016 

Clúdach Bog, 48lch, €7.95  
ISBN 9781910945223

Tá a dintiúir scríbhneoireachta ag 
Patricia Forde agus í aitheanta go maith 
as prós don óige a chleachtadh. Iarracht 
í Criú Nua ar Bord! atá iomlán le léirithe 
is maisithe den ardchumas agus den 
ghreann. Tá aithne ar Forde as a spéis 
i litríocht na n-óg agus is cinnte go 
n-éiríonn léi a cumas a chur in iúl go 
gairmiúil agus go healaíonta ina cur chuige 
i dtaca leis an téacs seo. Tá nach mór 
seacht dtéacs i nGaeilge bhreá nádúrtha 
curtha aici di agus seo a ceathrú hiarracht 
chun scéal Lisín a leathnú amach go 
domhan iomlán nua na mara. 

Aistear nua é seo ina leantar Lisín agus 
triúr gasúr eile agus iad ar bord loinge 
An Dragún Draíochta. Feictear Lisín agus 
a criú nua ag streachailt le heachtraí na 
farraige agus iad ag dul i dtaithí ar shaol 
na bhfoghlaithe mara. Tá ardmholadh 
tuillte ag Dreidemy as maisiú thar a bheith 
álainn a sholáthar dá léitheoirí. 

Is cinnte go mbainfeadh idir liath agus 
leanbh taitneamh as an téacs seo de bharr 
spraoi agus ghreann an scéil in éineacht 
leis an maisiú breá. Mholfaí an téacs a 
úsáid sna meánranganna i scoileanna 
Gaeloideachais nó i ranganna sinsearacha 
i scoileanna Béarla. 5–7, 8–10

Seán Mac Risteaird

Chrissie Gittins 
Illustrated by Paul Bommer 

ADDER, BLUEBELL, LOBSTER 
Otter Barry Books, August 2016 

Paperback, 94pp, £6.99 
ISBN 9781910959558

This anthology of children’s poetry 
bursts with flora and fauna, each poem a 
homage to the wild, quirky and beautiful 
in nature. Interestingly, the animals and 
plants were selected not only for their 
individual merit, but because the Oxford 
Junior Dictionary had deleted them as 
entries in recent years. So this precious 
treasury is as much a celebration of 
unacknowledged plants and creatures as it 
is a valuable trove of poetry that children 
will enjoy.

Chrissie Gittins’s poems are crammed 
with tactile and visual elements: ‘Starling’ 
is a picture of swooping words and 
alliterative phrases; ‘Lavender’ is an 
acrostic of colours, scents and useful facts; 
while ‘Catkin’ is the perfect spring haiku. 
The non-fictional aspect of the poems also 
allows the reader to learn about animals’ 
habits, plants’ medicinal qualities and 
even the Latin names of some species. 

Showering cauliflower, parsnip 
peculiarities and lazy lobsters are sure 
to make young readers laugh, and 
the delicately captured moments of 
Dandelion, Poppy and Violet will make 
youngsters want to peer more closely at the 
garden plants.

The illustrations by Paul Bommer are 
simple black lines, and perhaps this book 
missed the opportunity to have more 
refined artwork with such beautiful words.

Funny, factual, clever and crafted, Adder, 
Bluebell, Lobster is a delightful selection 
that will encourage young readers to find 
poetry in the great outdoors. Poetry, 5–7, 
8–10

Olivia Hope

Jim Stoten 
MR. TWEED’S BUSY DAY 

Flying Eye Books, January 2017 
Paperback, 48pp, £7.99 
ISBN 9781911171225

Mr. Tweed sets out on his afternoon stroll 
but soon meets some friends who need his 
help: hidden in the pages are some missing 
things and only Mr. Tweed can find them.

Jim Stoten is renowned for his work in 
character design and illustration, and his 
unique world has featured in commissions 
for an impressive list of clients including 
MTV, Levi’s, Urban Outfitters and the 
Guardian, whilst he frequently exhibits his 
work in galleries around the globe.

This is his first search-and-find adventure 
book and, true to the style of his previous 
work, it is a riot of vibrant colours and 
fiendishly detailed patterns. The retro-
styled, almost psychedelic illustrations of 
Mr. Tweed’s adventures are eye-poppingly 
good and each page is a pleasure to 
examine.

As in all good search-and-find books, it 
takes a certain degree of patience and 
commitment from the reader to spot 
all the hidden objects, be they arrows, 
balloons, flowers or fish. In fact, I am still 
not certain I found all the socks that blew 
off Billy Webber’s washing line!

This leads me to my only criticism of the 
book. Due to its design and the fact that 
this edition is a paperback, the positioning 
of some of the missing things in the 
middle fold between the double pages 
makes them extremely difficult to spot 
without cracking the spine. Considering 
the overall quality of the publication, this 
is disappointing, but it’s a small caveat 
that should not detract too much from a 
fun, colourful and entertaining book. 5–7, 
8–10

Brenda Frawley
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Ellen Surrey 
GIVING THANKS: MORE THAN 100 

WAYS TO SAY THANK YOU 
Frances Lincoln, October 2016 

Hardback, 32pp, £12.99 
ISBN 9781847808790

The words ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ are 
among the basic building blocks that 
we use to teach our children to relate to 
their world. Giving Thanks is a visually 
captivating and hugely imaginative attempt 
to add depth and dimension to how we 
appreciate those around us. The format 
of the book is logical and progressive, 
guiding children’s thinking about whom 
they can thank and things they can do to 
show thankfulness. 

The suggestions for ‘giving thanks’ are 
written from a child’s point of view, so 
that appreciation can be shown through 
giving time, gifts, kind words, cards, 
experiences and even feelings to those 
who have helped us in a variety of ways. 
The illustrations are vivid and simply 
conceived, and each of the activities to say 
‘thank you’ are laid out in grid form on 
each page.

The genius of Ellen Surrey’s book is that 
it takes a simple and familiar term and 
explores it in captivating depth. Giving 
thanks is shown to be something that is 
not a merely formal or moralistic mantra 
to be taught to little ones, but a creative 
and exciting thing which can be of real 
benefit to those around us. Children 
will enjoy working through the suggested 
activities in this book, and parents will 
find wonderful ideas about how to teach 
children the joy of gratitude, and not just 
mannerly words. Non-fiction, 5–7, 8–10

Andrew Roycroft

Kate Wakeling 
Illustrated by Elina Braselina 

MOON JUICE 
Emma Press, September 2016 

Paperback, 87pp, £8.50 
ISBN 9781910139493

What sort of poetry collection is this? 
One in which toes at the end of your 
bed become sinister adversaries, where 
dinosaurs grow in your shed and where 
children can set up a reliable Internet 
connection using only two straws and 
a pigeon, that’s what sort. Warriors, 
thieves and pirates, all in droll guises, 
are on board, and there’s a lesson or two 
along the way as well. There are evocative 
moments (‘Night Journey’), gross moments 
(‘Rich Pickings’) and poems that snake 
into exotic mythological territory (‘The 
Serpent and the Turtle’, ‘Spirit Bridge’). 

This book is a rocket ship fuelled by 
word play, weird ideas, alliteration and 
assonance, destination unhinged. Poems 
are both rhyming and free verse, and the 
layout of the text is often creative (‘Comet’ 
reads across the page, whilst ‘Telescope’ 
includes a linking capital O on each line). 

You do occasionally feel that Wakeling’s 
jauntiness threatens to succumb to a 
style-over-substance lack of depth. The 
luckless subject of ‘Dodo’ is rendered in 
a worryingly glib fashion, for instance, 
but this is a rare misstep. It’s certainly 
refreshing to read poems that come from 
an individual creative impulse, rather than 
some mandatory educational or issue-
laden one, and this is a zesty, inventive, 
memorably mad potpourri whose welcome 
variety is lifted further still by the 
pleasures of Elina Braselina’s spry, scratchy 
illustrations.

Includes bonus interviews with poet and 
illustrator and a section on writing your 
own poem. Poetry, 5–7, 8–10, 10–12

Alan Murphy

Gaye Shortland 
Illustrated by Derry Dillon 

TOM CREAN:  
HERO OF THE SOUTH POLE 

Poolbeg Press, January 2017 
Paperback, 42pp, €4.99 
ISBN 9781781998618

From the outset, Crean is presented as 
somewhat of a rebel, running away from 
home at age fifteen. His bravery is a 
defining characteristic which is seen again 
and again through his determined acts 
of valour. His story is told simply in this 
short non-fiction adventure book. The 
text is factual, educational and not overly 
complex. While it can be enjoyed by all 
readers, it could be utilised effectively 
to engage a reluctant reader. Simple 
use of language, short sentences and 
straightforward writing make this book 
accessible. 

Clear, functional illustrations by Dillon 
enable the reader to use the images 
as a source of information and draw 
conclusions from them if confused by the 
text. For older and more adept readers, 
the illustrations could be used to draw 
inferences before and during reading. 

The book is segmented into short 
chapters ranging from two to thirteen 
pages. Young readers will quickly feel 
accomplished completing chapter after 
chapter. This book could be read and 
enjoyed in any context, though it would 
be especially useful in an educational 
context. The glossary, list of discussion 
topics, timeline and map will prove useful 
in any classroom to extend teaching and 
learning of the content. Non-fiction, 5–7, 
8–10, 10–12 

Samantha Murphy
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Joe Berger 
LYTTLE LIES: THE PUDDING PROBLEM 

Simon & Schuster, January 2017 
Paperback, 232pp, £6.99  

ISBN 9781471146244 
 

Sam Lyttle has a colossal gift for lying. 
Whether it’s to get out of scrapes, to 
impress the school belle or just to pass the 
time, he’s the emperor of fibbery. What 
he’s not so good at is extricating himself 
from his inventions, especially when the 
bully of Parsley Primary, Pete Feeney, has 
got his number. One more run-in with 
Pete and it’ll be curtains for Sam: Carl 
Curtains, to be precise, Sam’s former 
classmate and the wraith-like victim of 
Feeney’s wrath. How can Sam protect 
himself and his cat Pudding from Pete’s 
almighty fist? 

This début graphic novel from illustrator 
Joe Berger is several laughs a page. Bold 
black and white cartoons, a strong voice 
and great narrative timing combine to 
pack a witty punch. Tucked into the fun 
are a few serious points too; Sam pictures 
The Truth as an elephant blocking his 
path – heavy, worrying and wrinkled – 
and finds it easier to skirt round the beast 
than to face it. Then there’s Grandpa, the 
Great Wonderoso, a master of gardening 
and imagination, who teaches Sam to deal 
with difficult situations by reinventing 
himself as a hero and with dull sandwiches 
by pretending they’re cheeseburgers. 
Where is the line between imagination 
and lying? Where is the broken-off ear 
of Mum’s china dog ornament? And 
most importantly, where are the potatoes 
Grandpa dug up for dinner? Answers lie 
in this joyful, deceptively simple romp 
that will delight Wimpy Kidders and any 
students of alternative facts. 8–10

Debbie Thomas

Swapna Haddow 
Illustrated by Sheena Dempsey 
DAVE PIGEON (NUGGETS!) 
Faber & Faber, February 2017 

Paperback, 172pp, £5.99 
ISBN 9780571324439 

The second in the series by author Swapna 
Haddow, Dave Pigeon’s book on how 
not to get plucked, minced, roasted and 
served up with ketchup is a hilarious 
double-act. Full of snappy, witty dialogue 
and marvellous illustrations from Sheena 
Dempsey, every page is a delight. Young 
readers are invited into the story only if 
they can read Pigeonese words such as 
‘fart’, ‘smell’, ‘cat’ and ‘cabbage’.

Dave Pigeon and his slightly less street-
wise, or rather human-wise, best friend 
Skipper fear they have been abandoned 
when the owner of their garden shed 
heads off on a mysterious thing called 
a ‘holiday’ with her mean cat. When 
the bread supply runs out, the duo head 
off and fall into the hands of the evil 
Reginald Grimster, who has an ulterior 
motive for fattening up all the pigeons. A 
hilarious adventure ensues in a kind of 
007-style saga including the pigeon secret 
service, a flirtation with the attractive 
Agent Swan and a close shave with a 
pigeon nugget machine.

The balance between text and illustration 
is excellent, and Sheena Dempsey’s 
black and white drawings on every page 
really establish the characters of the two 
tearaway pigeons who are always in search 
of the next half-eaten doughnut.

A charming and uplifting text for 
exploring themes such as friendship, 
loyalty and trusting your gut instinct. 8–10

June Edwards

Steve Martin 
Illustrated by Angela Keoghan 

VET ACADEMY 
Ivy Kids Press, February 2017 

Paperback, 64pp, £9.99 
ISBN 9781782404477 

Attention animal lovers: whether you 
dream of feeding rhinos and tigers their 
breakfast, or just want some tips for 
decorating your pet gerbil’s cage, it’s time 
to enrol at Vet Academy. You’ll learn 
about a day in the life of an elephant, 
discover how to decipher the body 
language of cats and dogs and see what 
you should pack for a late-night farm 
emergency.

Every page of this fantastic book is 
packed with puzzles and fun challenges 
that readers can complete in order to 
earn stickers and progress towards Vet 
Academy graduation. It’s cleverly divided 
into three clear sections – pets, zoo and 
farm – and the activities are varied and 
creative. There’s even a Vet’s Bag in the 
back of the book that contains a board 
game, anatomical animal cutouts and a 
card game.

From the page-one warning not to practise 
treatments on real animals, to the Vet’s 
Code that graduates sign promising to 
always protect animal welfare, Vet Academy 
emphasises not only the fun side of being 
a vet, but also the real responsibility 
that comes with the job. It’s great to 
see a book that takes childhood career 
ambition so seriously, and this is reflected 
in Keoghan’s functional illustrations, 
which are lovely without being overly cute. 
Aspiring engineers and astronauts should 
be sure to check out the other entries in 
the Academy series. Non-fiction, 8–10

Rachel Sneyd
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Meg Rosoff 
Illustrated by Grace Easton 
GOOD DOG MCTAVISH 
Barrington Stoke, April 2017 

Paperback, 88pp, £6.99 
ISBN 9781781126837 

The Peachey family has a problem. Ma 
Peachey has decided to give up being a 
mother and spends her days in various 
yoga poses. ‘No more boring, thankless 
jobs,’ she announces, ‘I quit.’ So there’s no 
one to cook dinner, no one to pick up the 
dirty washing and the kids are always late 
for school. Enter McTavish, the rescue dog 
the family adopt (or does he adopt them?), 
with his liking for timekeeping and his 
trio of plans (A, B and C) to get them back 
on track.

This short, sweet and quirky book will 
appeal to the 8+ category, particularly 
those who either own a dog or who have 
been begging their parents to let them 
have one for ages. Written by Astrid 
Lindgren Memorial Award-winner Meg 
Rosoff and illustrated by Grace Easton, 
it features lots to admire: the wry asides 
about modern life; the humorous 
references to Ma Peachey’s ongoing yoga 
fixation; and the personality quirks of 
individual characters like Pa Peachey. 

I liked the clever teamwork between Betty 
(the youngest, but by far the most sensible 
member of the Peachey family) and 
McTavish, as they battle to whip the rest 
of the Peacheys into shape. There’s also a 
smart message about the superior quality 
of freshly made food over takeaways 
and a chicken dinner recipe (cooked by 
the family within the story) for budding 
cooks to try at home themselves. Rosoff is 
donating her royalties to the Blue Cross, 
a charity which helps find homes for 
abandoned or unwanted pets. 8–10

Ciara O’Connor

Lorena Alvarez  
NIGHTLIGHTS 

Nobrow, November 2016 
Hardback, 54pp, £14.99 
ISBN 9781910620137 

 

This is an utterly beautiful book about 
imagination, insecurity and creativity. 
Sandy draws the tiny lights she sees in 
her bedroom at night, creating fantastical 
creatures and landscapes. When a new girl 
appears at her school who seems to admire 
her whimsical drawings, Sandy is pleased, 
as her work has never been complimented 
before. Indeed, her teachers see what she 
does as mere doodling and see her as 
failing to concentrate on lessons. 

However, the admiration comes at a price. 
What the mysterious girl, Morfie, might 
represent is debatable, but she may be 
the insecurity that can come with being 
creative, the fear that one is not really very 
good or even a craving for praise that may 
remove self-motivation. The name points 
towards praise as a drug, as well. The 
question of whether Morfie is real or not 
is never answered and the book is stronger 
for doing this. 

The colour illustrations in this graphic 
novel are sumptuous, rich and deep. The 
use of line is also glorious. In particular, 
the double-page spreads that focus on 
Sandy’s creative worlds and the tensions 
in her relationship with Morfie are 
delightful. They are contrasted with 
images of the real world which show that 
that world too has colour and pleasure, 
but not as much as that created by a strong 
imagination. The author believes that 
readers of the book can get to grips with 
complex ideas about creativity and how 
it brings insecurity as well as joy. 8–10, 
10–12

Mel Gibson 

Ann Carroll 
Aistrithe ag Lúcas Ó Cionnaith  

MÉABH, BANRÍON NA TRODA 
Poolbeg Press, Eanáir 2016  
Clúdach Bog, 41lch, €4.99 

ISBN 9781781998960 

Is scéal fisiciúil fuinniúil é Méabh Banríon 
na Troda. Feictear amhmhothúcháin 
gháifeacha agus tá an scéal agus 
gníomhartha na gcarachtar spreagtha 
uathasan. D’fhéadfadh go bhfuil cuma 
sheanfhaiseanta ar an scéal féin sa lá inniu 
ann agus téamaí ann a d’aireodh teibí 
don léitheoir óg – pósadh, breith pháistí, 
an rachmas tomhaiste ag eallach – ach 
nach iontach an deis é don mhúinteoir 
nó don tuismitheoir comhrá a spreagadh 
ar an seansaol, ar ról na mban fadó, agus 
ar an mbrúidiúlacht a bhí mar pháirt 
den saol sin. Is caorthanach í Méabh, 
príomcharachtar an scéil, agus is bradóg 
í; carachtar cróga agus láidir í ach ag 
an am céanna déantar í a shainmhíniú 
mar gheall ar a gaol le fir le linn an scéil; 
is iníon í, is bean chéile í agus ansin is 
máthair í. Nach mór idir inniu agus inné 
agus nach bhfuil luach don léitheoir óg le 
meabhrú ar an malartú saoil a bhain lenár 
sinsear.

Cuirtear an scéal os ár gcomhair i 
bhfriotal lách neamhchasta agus insítear 
an scéal le léaráidí (i ndubh is i ngeal – 
ar an drochuair) a chabhraíonn leis an 
léitheoir an scéal a thuiscint. Tá Scéal 
Naomh Pádraig mar pháirt den tsraith 
chéanna (beagáinín níos fusa agus an-
taitneamhach ar fad) agus tá gluais ag 
deireadh an leabhair seo. Áis iontach í seo 
a dhéanann cur síos as Gaeilge ar fhocail 
dheacra atá sa leabhar. Bealach éasca, 
siamsúil í an tsraith seo le seanscéalaíocht 
na hÉireann a chur os comhair an 
léitheora óig den chéad uair. 8–10, 10–12

Brigid O’Dea
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Nicola Davies 
Illustrated by Adam Stower 

ANIMALS BEHAVING BADLY 
Walker Books, February 2017 

Paperback, 112pp, £5.99 
ISBN 9781406366051

Award-winning children’s author and 
zoologist Nicola Davies returns with a new 
collection of fascinating true stories about 
animals ‘behaving badly’.

Beginning with the wolverine in Canada 
and including such exotic beasts as the 
kea from New Zealand, Indian macaque 
monkeys and Sitka whales from the frozen 
seas of Alaska, each story brings a new 
and amazing revelation. For example, 
the exploits of the macaque monkeys 
will astound, as the reader discovers 
their documented criminal history of 
shoplifting, highway robbery and baby-
snatching. Of course, not all the animals 
are to be feared for their violent or 
larcenous ways, as the collection also 
includes tales of how wild creatures assist 
humans in various ways, such as the little 
brown birds that help with the collection 
of honey in East Africa and the bottlenose 
dolphins that help fishermen catch mullet 
in Brazil.

Each story contains facts that are almost 
too incredible to believe yet, due to 
a combination of good research and 
simple, clear, entertaining writing, are 
convincingly and persuasively explained. 
There is no attempt to dumb down the 
science or over-explain the facts, but rather 
there is a trust in the natural curiosity 
and intelligence of the reader who wants 
to learn more about the natural world 
and understand how intervention from 
humankind has led animals to adapt their 
behaviour to cope with humans ‘behaving 
badly’.

With lively illustrations from rising talent 
Adam Stower, Animals Behaving Badly is 
a witty, informative and original take on 
narrative non-fiction for younger readers. 
Non-fiction, 8–10, 10–12

Brenda Frawley

Thomas Kingsley Troupe 
Maisthe ag Derek Toye  

AN gCACANN BEACHA?  
An Gúm, Meitheamh 2016 
Clúdach Bog, 24lch, €5.00 

ISBN 9781857919196 

Is leabhar iontach é seo a leanann 
grúpa cairde ar shiúlóid trí dhumpa. 
Le cabhair ó bheach lena mbuaileann 
siad, faigheann siad freagra ar an 
bpríomhcheist, an gcacann beacha? Agus 
iad ag taisteal tríd an dumpa, déantar 
plé ar mhórcheisteanna eile eolaíochta 
cosúil le hatáirgeadh agus an difríocht idir 
dúile beo agus neamhbheo i mbealach atá 
oiriúnach agus taitneamhach do pháistí. 
Tá pearsa dhifriúil ag gach carachtar. Gan 
aon agóid beidh gach léitheoir in ann 
ionbhá a léiriú le ar a laghad carachtar 
amháin sa leabhar. Idir Crústa ag gearán 
go leanúnach, Bricín agus faitíos air 
faoi fheithidí, agus Splaincín eolach, 
ag scairt amach fíricí randamacha, tá 
tréithe faoi leith ag gach aon charachtar 
agus d’fhéadfá an t-uafás a fhoghlaim 
uaidh sin. Idir éisteacht le buanna daoine 
eile, iniúchadh a dhéanamh ar dhúile, 
tá roinnt de na scileanna eolaíochta le 
feiceáil sa leabhar seo chomh maith. 

I mo thuairimse, an ghné is fearr den 
leabhar seo ná an foclóirín, ag tabhairt 
cur síos simplí, atá oiriúnach do pháistí ar 
théarmaí deacra. 

Cabhraíonn stíl scríofa, mar aon le 
híomhánna ildaite an leabhair, le spéis an 
léitheora a choinneáil. 

Ní féidir le páistí ach suim a bheith acu 
san ábhar agus iad ag léamh an leabhar 
iontach bríomhar seo. Beidh tú sáite sa 
leabhar seo i ndiaidh duit tosú air agus 
nuair a bheidh an leabhar seo léite agat ní 
mór duit leabhar eile sa tsraith chéanna 
darbh ainm Cén fáth a mbím ag broimneach? 
scríofa ag Troupe a léamh chomh maith. 
8–10, 10–12

Niamh Ní Mhuirí

Sally Chomet 
Illustrated by Sylvain Chomet 

CALEB’S CAB 
Walker Books, November 2016 

Hardback, 176pp, £12.99 
ISBN 9781406342277

A hilarious page-turner from extremely 
creative couple Sally and Sylvain Chomet, 
Caleb’s Cab is a madcap adventure that 
will delight readers young and old.

Eleven-year-old Caleb’s dad, the renowned 
‘left-winger, cab-driver, historian, devoted 
father and active library campaigner’, has 
gone missing. Mum Mopsy is in denial 
and has her head stuck in the face-press, 
a newfangled contraption she has wasted 
money on to drown her sorrows, while 
young Caleb is forced to earn money 
driving his dad’s taxi and to feed the 
family on spam curry. A sighting of Dad 
at the Red Lion Pub sets young Caleb on 
a dangerous journey with many twists and 
turns to find his father and save him from 
his captors in Franzingland.

The illustrations by Sylvain Chomet, a 
Bafta-winning film-maker (The Belleville 
Rendez-Vous, The Illusionist), are dark and 
atmospheric and create the perfect sense 
of a world turned upside down, where 
children are sold for CASH (Children 
Acquired to Settle Home Loans), and 
SODs (Spoilt Overeducated Delinquents) 
with double-barrel names roam the 
streets in mobs, terrorising working-class 
neighbourhoods and painting Latin 
slogans on the walls. The images are stark 
and cartoon-like, reminiscent of pre-war 
German propaganda.

Despite the truly sharp humour, Caleb’s 
Cab is a thought-provoking exploration 
of class conflict, capitalist greed, social 
unrest and family relationships. The ease 
with which Measles the chief Money 
Monger worms his way into Caleb’s 
mother’s heart, trapping her into an 
endless cycle of borrowing and lending, 
is depressingly real. Happily, human 
decency wins out in the end. Highly 
recommended. 8–10, 10–12

June Edwards
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ACROSS AN OPEN FIELD: STORIES 
AND ARTWORK BY CHILDREN 

FROM IRELAND AND NORTHERN 
IRELAND ABOUT THE DECADE OF 
COMMEMORATIONS 1912–1922 

Kids’ Own Publishing Partnership,  
October 2016, Paperback, 100pp, €12.00 

ISBN 9781902433097

We have come to expect high-quality 
books by children for children from Sligo-
based Kids’ Own, and this exceptional 
book is one of its very best titles.

This is history written and illustrated 
by children from ten schools in Ireland 
and Northern Ireland and covers global, 
national, local and family events from 
the Decade of Commemorations. 
Chronological in order, the stories told 
by the children reflect what fascinated 
them over a two-year period of child-led 
investigation into the years 1912–1922. 
Concise, pithy and at times emotive, the 
stories the children tell bring the period 
to life and, crucially for the success of this 
book (as opposed to the evident success of 
the project that led to it), these stories will 
engage other child readers. 

In the aftermath of the avalanche of 
commemorations of 1916, one could be 
forgiven for assuming that we have heard 
all the stories from that formative time 
in our nation’s history. It is delightful to 
find that Kids’ Own innovative approach 
to this project has enabled primary-school 
children to research, discover and share 
numerous stories and in so doing reshape 
the narrative of commemoration.

It is a beautiful book – the children’s 
artwork is sophisticated and lucid, so 
credit must go to Ann Donnelly, the 
project artist, for her leadership in this, 
and the design and production values 
are uniformly excellent. The tone of the 
writing is even yet somehow personal to 
each child, and credit for this must go to 
Mary Branley, the project writer. Highly, 
highly recommended. Non-fiction, 8–10, 
10–12

Lucinda Jacob

Emma Donoghue 
Illustrated by Caroline Hadilaksono 

THE LOTTERYS PLUS ONE 
Macmillan, April 2017 

Paperback, 303pp, £10.99 
ISBN 9781509851645

Nine-year-old self-confessed bookworm 
Sumac lives with her two mothers, two 
fathers and six siblings – all named after 
trees, just like her – in a huge house 
called Camelottery, so called because of 
the lottery win that paid for it. Life in 
the mansion is chaotic yet predictable 
– until the Lotterys’ ailing grandfather 
Iain arrives. Iain is nicknamed Grumps 
and suffers from dementia. Welcoming 
him into the life of the house – and in 
turn being accepted by him – teaches this 
unique bunch more about themselves than 
they could ever have imagined. 

The Lotterys are a very recognisable 
family – very quickly the reader feels 
that they have known each member for 
years. That’s part of the enchantment of 
Donoghue’s writing – and the spell she 
weaves with this narrative is inescapable. 
She has written a family of eccentrics 
and individuals, but readers from 
all backgrounds will find themselves 
identifying with and understanding these 
wonderfully written characters. 

Caroline Hadilaksono’s silhouettes and 
illustrations resonate with the dynamic 
chaos of the Lottery family and perfectly 
complement the story Donoghue is telling, 
creating a warmth and a sense of home 
that is as compelling as it is beautiful. 

The story itself could not be more relevant 
to the turbulent times the world finds 
itself in – the true meaning of belonging, 
home, tolerance and acceptance. Offbeat, 
funny, wise and deliciously different, 
Emma Donoghue’s first book for children 
is an essential read. 8–10, 10–12, 12–14

Becky Long

A.L. Kennedy 
Illustrated by Gemma Correll 

UNCLE SHAWN AND BILL AND THE 
ALMOST ENTIRELY UNPLANNED 

ADVENTURE 
Walker Books, February 2017  

Hardback, 194pp, £8.99  

ISBN 9781406360493

What do a nice but nervous badger and 
four glum llamas who write poems about 
socks have in common? They had the 
misfortune of running afoul of Scotland’s 
most horrible family, the McGloones, and 
if some rescue doesn’t arrive soon, they 
will be filling for some less than delicious 
pies. Fortunately, a local nice fellow, Uncle 
Shawn, has a plan; well, most of one 
anyway.

A new series from A.L. Kennedy, better 
known for her adult novels, Uncle Shawn 
and Bill and the Almost Entirely Unplanned 
Adventure is a very funny read, stuffed 
with witty asides, iffy puns and silly 
set pieces. Our title heroes are rather 
adorable characters and the villains are 
hissably great, so awful that they surely 
are the Caledonian cousins of the Twits. 
The story itself is very loose and really a 
cursory matter to allow for absurd detours 
and moments of extended llama despair 
(it’s no wonder they are good at poetry). 

Special mention must go to the illustrator, 
Gemma Correll, whose drawings could 
be a book by themselves. Simple and dry 
humoured, her pictures kept me smiling 
no end, depicting a wide range of the 
book’s gentle oddities such as horses 
named Paul who can’t tell jokes and a 
guide to what makes wasps giggle. 

William J. Badger may not have planned 
his adventure, but it is well worth setting 
aside some space on your shelf for him and 
his Uncle Shawn. 8–10, 10–12, 12–14

Cethan Leahy
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Amy Wilson 
A GIRL CALLED OWL 

Macmillan, January 2017 
Paperback, 325pp, £6.99 

ISBN 9781509832460

Owl has always felt a little different to 
her friends – and not just because of her 
name. Her white blonde hair and pale 
skin set her apart, as does the mystery 
of her father, the man she has never met 
and whom her mother almost never talks 
about. Then the magic starts – strange 
frosty patterns on Owl’s skin, distant, 
dreamlike voices that only she can hear. 
Owl is convinced that her father holds the 
answers she needs, and she sets out to find 
him – even if that means a journey into 
another world. 

Told in a first-person narrative, this 
unusual tale grips from the very 
beginning, with its settings and its 
characters beautifully realised in Wilson’s 
lyrical prose. Owl’s voice is convincing and 
believable – Wilson has written a heroine 
who is as relatable as she is enchanting 
– she is the beating heart of this winter 
story, and the reader cannot help but 
connect with her. Lost in a world of frost 
and snow, her plight and her courage are 
endlessly compelling. 

At its core, Wilson’s début is a story of 
friendship and the warmth of family, shot 
through with the magic of winter and the 
resonance of ancient myths and legends. 
An ambitious début. 8–10, 10–12, 12–14. 

Becky Long

Curtha in eagar ag Aidan Courtney  
RUAILLE BUAILLE IMLEABHAR 2 

Coimicí Gael, Samhain 2016 
Clúdach Bog, 40lch, €8.00 

ISBN 9780993487316

Is é seo an dara himleabhar de Ruaille 
Buaille foilsithe ag Coimicí Gael. Is 
cnuasach stiallghreannán trí Ghaeilge é 
a thugann ardán do mhaisitheoirí agus 
cartúnaithe cumasacha na tíre a gcuid 
tallainn a cur os comhair an phobail. 
Is í an aidhm atá ag Aidan Courtney, 
eagarthóir Ruaille Buaille, ná gearrscéalta 
taitneamhacha i stíl The Beano agus Asterix 
a chur ar fáil do pháistí idir ocht agus 
ceithre bliana déag bliana d’aois. 

Caithfidh mé rá nuair a chonaic mé 
clúdach iontach an eagráin seo gur chuir 
sé na Bash Street Kids i gcuimhne dom! 
Alan Ryan a dhear an clúdach agus tá 
scéal s’aigese, An Gallán, mar chuid den 
chnuasach chomh maith. Tá naoi scéal 
ar an iomlán ann agus iad uile ceithre 
phainéal ar a fhad. Tá réimse leathan de 
sheánraí agus stíleanna ealaíne léirithe 
ann idir Manga, Ficsean Eolaíochta, Uafás 
agus Fantaisíocht. Úsáidtear téacs i scéalta 
áirithe agus fíorbheagán i scéalta eile. Is 
fiú go mór féachaint ar Bram Beag le hAlan 
Nolan agus na seachghlórtha trí Ghaeilge 
atá scaipthe tríd an scéal. Thar cionn! 
Ach is iad na léaráidí a insíonn an scéal 
is fearr dúinn. Tá níos mó eolais ar na 
scéalaithe uile ar fáil sa chlár ábhair ag tús 
an leabhair chomh maith le gluais de na 
focail dheacra.

Is áis den scoth í seo do léitheoirí óga, 
go háirithe iad siúd le deacrachtaí nó atá 
drogallach i leith na léitheoireachta. Is 
meán iontach é an greannán le páistí a 
chur ag léamh agus bainfidh siad an-
sult as an mbailiúchán scéalta spraíúla, 
greannmhara, ildathacha i Ruaille Buaille. 
8–10, 10–12, 12–14

Anne Murray

Helen Peters 
EVIE’S GHOST 

Nosy Crow, April 2017 
Paperback, 304pp, £6.99 

ISBN 9780857638427

Evie is not having the time of her life. 
How unfair is it that she has to spend 
five days at her odd godmother’s bleak 
house in the middle of nowhere, while 
her mother is flying off to Venice on her 
honeymoon with her new husband? Pretty 
unfair for this thirteen-year-old London 
girl! And on top of everything she ends up 
in the year 1814, after what she would call 
‘the worst day of her life’. 

Evie is now trapped as a housemaid and 
she has to learn fast and the hard way 
about the polishing, brushing, mopping 
and scrubbing of all sorts of things around 
a house full of unhelpful nuisances. 
The inscription on the window, ‘Sophia 
Fane Imprisoned here, 27th April 1814’, 
is probably the clue to this entire affair 
where Evie will need all her abilities to 
transform history and make things right.

Helen Peters brings us splendidly into the 
past, with descriptions of a time so far 
gone, where things could have been really 
difficult and harsh but also were in some 
ways much simpler. 

A brilliant time-slip story with a twist, 
as the reader will not be swirled into the 
glittering and noble world of lords and 
ladies from the period but into the lowly 
world of the servants. An inspiring book 
which is sure to make you appreciate the 
present time and its simple beauty. 9+

Emy Perret
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Sarah Driver 
THE HUNTRESS: SEA 

Egmont, April 2017 
Paperback, 320pp, £6.99 

ISBN 9781405284677

Mouse dreams of being captain of The 
Huntress one day.  Fearless and chafing 
to take on the role her grandmother has 
foretold she is destined for since before she 
was born, her life is completely entwined 
with the ship, its crew and the wild seas 
upon which it sails. Yet life aboard a 
trading galley in the world of Trianukka 
isn’t easy or simple. Ever since her mother 
died shortly after giving birth to her 
little brother Sparrow, Mouse has looked 
after him, as she promised her mother 
she would. Now her beloved father has 
gone missing and her world is about to be 
turned upside down by a darkness that 
will really test her mettle.

The Huntress: Sea is a stunning début by 
Sarah Driver. She has woven a world 
with a palpable sense of place that plays 
a real starring role not just in providing 
context but also in giving insight into 
the characters and their interactions. 
Her use of language is playful yet avoids 
falling into the trap of many fantasy 
novels of creating a whole new tongue that 
interrupts the flow of the story.

Thirteen-year-old Mouse is a brave, 
headstrong and endearing heroine. While 
she has lots to learn, you just can’t help 
being on her side. I couldn’t put down this 
fantastic coming-of-age adventure that will 
appeal to boys and girls 9–12. 9+, 10–12

Ruth James

Siobhan Dowd 
Illustrated by Emma Shoard 

THE PAVEE AND THE BUFFER GIRL 
The Bucket List, March 2017 

Paperback, 112pp, £12.99 
ISBN 9781911370048

The Pavee and the Buffer girl is the 
beautiful, bittersweet story of Jim, a 
Traveller boy, and his friend Kit, a settled 
girl. They meet in school when Jim and 
his family move to the coastal town of 
Dundray. Despite their differences, they 
are drawn together, as they are both 
outsiders in the world of the school, both 
with difficulties in their lives.

Siobhan Dowd’s words, written in 
2004 and based on her career of work 
with itinerant peoples, are beautifully 
offset by Emma Shoard’s light, dynamic 
watercolour illustrations. They are 
deliberately muted with pops of colour 
– like the yellow in Mam’s dress and the 
Calor gas cylinders on the halting site Jim 
and his community live on. 

The book sensitively and realistically 
addresses the prejudices that Jim and his 
community face – though Siobhan Dowd 
doesn’t pretend that the Travellers in this 
book are themselves free of prejudices 
about the settled community. Jim is largely 
neglected in school, except for when he’s 
being spoken to rudely and dismissed. 
The gardaí are very disrespectful in their 
treatment of the community, and the 
young men of the town beat Jim and taunt 
him in school.

The book doesn’t have a happy ending, 
though it leaves us with hope for Jim and 
his family, and a positive memory for 
both Kit and Jim. It cannot be overstated 
how important it is for young people 
to see themselves reflected in a book – 
representation is key, and this book goes 
some way to represent Traveller children. 
Let’s hope for a day when a character’s 
Traveller status can be just another aspect 
of their personality or background. 10+

Keelin Murray

Maz Evans 
WHO LET THE GODS OUT? 
Chicken House, February 2017 

Paperback, 371pp, £6.99 
ISBN 9781910655412

Elliot Hooper’s mother has been really 
unwell, and he’s only just about coping 
with taking care of her – and of himself 
– without anyone noticing. But to add to 
his problems, an evil neighbour is intent 
on getting her hands on his family’s 
house and land, no matter the cost. 
But one evening, everything changes 
when a shooting star – who is actually 
Virgo, a young Zodiac goddess – crashes 
into Elliot’s life. When the two of them 
unleash the ancient death daemon 
Thanatos, they realise they’ve got to call in 
the old Olympian gods for help. 

Once you get over the rather lazy pun of 
the title, this story grips you tight and 
never lets go. Evans keeps a masterful hold 
over her characters and her plot, meaning 
that, while the book races on, it doesn’t 
lose the run of itself. Elliot is the heart 
of the story and he is wonderfully well-
written – sympathetic, complex and just 
downright likeable. His role as a carer for 
his mother is thoughtfully and sensitively 
dealt with amidst the chaos of the god 
invasion and the plot to defeat Thanatos, 
and it opens a window on a way of life 
that, while hugely rewarding, is often 
isolating for young people like Elliot. 

At the end of the day, these gods are 
nothing like you might expect – and that’s 
part of the magic of this adventurous and 
ambitious début. Evans has managed to 
breathe new life into a genre that already 
contains such hard-hitters as Percy Jackson 
and Arthur Quinn. Elliot Hooper can 
more than hold his own against those 
guys. 10–12, 12–14

Becky Long
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Trenton Lee Stewart 
Illustrated by Diana Sudyka 

THE SECRET KEEPERS 
Chicken House, February 2017  

Paperback, 522pp, £6.99 
ISBN 9781911077282

New Umbra, a city not unlike New York, 
is under the strict control of The Smoke, a 
murky figure with henchmen throughout 
the city. Residents are mindful to not 
step out of line and pay their oppressors 
extortionate protection money which most 
can’t afford. So when our hero Reuben 
finds a pocket watch that turns you 
invisible for fifteen minutes, he sees it as 
an opportunity for him and his mother 
to escape poverty. Unfortunately, sinister 
forces have been looking for that watch for 
a long time … 

This new book from Trenton Lee Stewart, 
writer of The Mysterious Benedict Society, is 
a precision-built adventure machine, each 
chapter revealing a new secret, springing a 
trapdoor or providing a new twist. In fact, 
this reviewer had Famous Five flashbacks 
from the pleasure it takes in sending our 
heroes towards treasure maps and hidden 
coves, prompting some nostalgic thrills. 
However, it distinguishes itself from the 
Secret Seven and the Five Find-Outers 
with meticulous plotting, a taste for the 
supernatural and some eccentric touches, 
such as the hired goons who walk in 
groups of four, each one facing a different 
direction. The illustrations also add a 
Tintin-like charm to proceedings.

At 522 pages, it’s a lengthy read for the 
age group, but seasoned investigators will 
enjoy the attention to detail and keeping 
their eyes peeled for the next clue or trap 
as they travel from Umbra City to ancient 
lighthouses to an eerie mansion on the 
outskirts, all locations ripe with mystery. 
10–12, 12–14

Cethan Leahy 

Pádraig Ó Siochfhradha (An Seabhac) 
Curtha in eagar ag Ríona Nic Congáil 

Maisithe ag Andrew Whitson 
JIMÍN MHÁIRE THAIDHG 

An tSnáthaid Mhór, Nollaig 2016 
Clúdach Crua, 221lch, €20.00 

ISBN 9780993474514  
(Eagrán caighdeánach neamhghiorraithe) 

ISBN 9780993474521  
(Eagrán canúnach neamhghiorraithe) 

Bhí mé naoi mbliana d’aois nuair a léigh 
mé Jimín Mháire Thaidhg den chéad uair. 
Bhí mé i Rang 4 i mbunscoil bheag 
tuaithe. Bhí mé féin agus daltaí eile Rang 
ceithre in ainm is a bheith ag déanamh ár 
gcuid oibre féin.  Ní raibh focal á scríobh 
ag aon duine againn, áfach, ach muid ar 
bís le cloisteáil faoi eachtraí Jimín agus 
an leabhar á léamh os ard ag Rang 6. Ní 
shásódh rud ar bith mé féin ach cóip mo 
dheirféar a léamh sa bhaile. 

Horrid Henry ár linne a bhí i Jimín – 
rógaire beag a bhíodh i gcónaí i dtrioblóid 
ar scoil agus sa bhaile. 

Fadhbanna Mata seafóideacha á gcumadh 
aige don Mháistir scoile, fuisce á thabhairt 
aige don ghandal agus go leor eile. Bhí 
an-chosúlacht idir é agus William, laoch 
óg scéalta Richmal Crompton a bhíodh i 
gcónaí i mbun diabhlaíochta freisin.

Baineann an t-úrscéal seo le ré eile ar fad – 
ré ina mbíodh léasadh á fháil ag gasúir ar 
scoil agus sa bhaile gach uile uair a rinne 
siad rud ar bith as áit, saol ina bhféadfaí 
buachaill a chur isteach i gcliarscoil agus 
gan ach aon bhliain déag slánaithe aige. 

Tabharfaidh an t-eagrán nua seo léitheoirí 
fásta siar bóithrín na smaointe. Éireoidh 
le léaráidí iontacha Andrew Whitson 
léitheoirí, idir óg agus aosta, a mhealladh 
isteach i scéal agus i saol Jimín.  Tá dhá 
eagrán den leabhar seo curtha ar fáil ag 
Ríona Nic Congáil agus An tSnáthaid 
Mhór – eagrán caighdeánach agus eagrán 
canúnach (ina gcloistear guth Jimín 
díreach mar a bheadh céad bliain ó shin). 

Leabhar don bhord caife é seo. Bheadh 
spéis ar leith ag léitheoirí fásta ann – go 
háirithe iad siúd a léigh an bunleagan 
scoile fadó.  10–12, 12+

Áine Ní Ghlinn 

Rachel Ignotofsky 
WOMEN IN SCIENCE: 50 FEARLESS 

PIONEERS WHO CHANGED THE 
WORLD 

Wren & Rook, March 2017 
Hardback, 128pp, £12.99 

ISBN 9781526360519

This delightful début by author–illustrator 
Rachel Ignotofsky highlights some 
well-known but also many unfamiliar 
names of women in science, technology, 
mathematics and engineering (STEM). 
This book seeks to redress an aspect 
of history and science in children’s 
literature (and elsewhere), where women’s 
roles, discoveries and value have been 
poorly represented. It begins with 
the line ‘nothing says trouble like a 
woman in trousers’, expanding on how 
throughout history women have had to 
break out against societal stereotypes, 
even if they had the aptitude to be great 
mathematicians or scientists.

From Hypatia two thousand years ago to 
the contemporary Maryam Mirzakhani, 
Ignotofsky celebrates how women have 
persevered against the odds. Her writing 
is factual, yet not overly heavy on difficult 
data, and still inspires, showing how 
each remarkable pioneer began as a 
girl. The book is a visual treat, where 
candy-coloured graphics and stylised 
representations of each scientist jump off 
slate-grey pages. Each spread is devoted 
to one woman, with facts, emblems and 
nuggets of her history framing the main 
text. Women who discovered galaxies, 
cured diseases and risked their lives fill 
each page, and Ignotofsky offers other 
names to whet the appetite of keen 
readers.

Women in Science is bright, clever and 
fascinating, filled with intrepid women 
that will inspire and encourage young 
readers. Non-fiction, 10–12, 12–14

Olivia Hope
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Roald Dahl, aistrithe ag Muiris Ó Raghallaigh, 
maisithe ag Quentin Blake 

DANNY, SEAIMPÍN AN DOMHAIN 
Leabhar Breac, Deireadh Fómhair 2016 

Clúdach Bog, 224lch, €9.00 
ISBN 9781909907874 

Agus Roald Dahl ar cheann de na húdair 
ba mhó a chuaigh i bhfeidhm ar pháistí 
óga, is maith an scéal é go bhfuil fáil ag 
léitheoirí Gaeilge anois ar cheann dá 
leabhar is cáiliúla. Beidh an bunscéal ar 
eolas ag go leor daoine cheana féin, scéal 
a phléann le heachtraí diabhlaíochta a 
thiteann amach nuair a thagann mac 
ar an eolas faoi chaitheamh aimsire 
rúnda atá ag a athair. Cuirfidh páistí 
spéis sna heachtraí agus sna cleasa a 
imríonn an páiste óg ar dhuine fásta, 
an tUasal Hazell. Tá caidreamh aibí idir 
an príomhcharachtar agus a athair agus 
feicimid malartú róil nuair a ghlacann 
Danny ról an tuismitheora ag pointí 
áirithe den scéal. Seachnaíonn an t-údar 
carachtracht dhomhain ar na daoine eile 
agus is minic namhaid an scéil go simplí 
ina dhuine gránna santach. Cuireann na 
léaráidí go mór leis an gcur síos fisiceach 
ar na carachtair. Cloíodh le léaráidí dubha 
agus bána Quentin Blake agus tá cuma 
spraíúil ar an leabhar dá bharr.

Ní i gcónaí a chuirtear fáilte roimh 
aistriúcháin ón mBéarla ach níl rian an 
aistriúcháin ar an leabhar seo, ach amháin 
an cinneadh ainmneacha a fhágáil mar atá 
siad sa bhunleagan. Tagaimid ar Ghaeilge 
an-saibhir i gcanúint na Mumhan ach 
bheadh an caighdeán teanga dúshlánach 
go leor dóibh siúd faoi trí déag bliana 
déag d’aois. Fágann sé sin go mbeidh an 
príomhcharachtar níos óige ná léitheoirí 
an leabhair. Tá caibidlí gearra sa leabhar, 
áfach, a d’fhéadfadh an múinteoir, an 
tuismitheoir nó an páiste a léamh lena 
chéile gach oíche. 12–14

Claire M Dunne

Marissa Meyer 
HEARTLESS 

Macmillan, February 2017 
Paperback, 452pp, £7.99 

ISBN 9781509814138

‘Long before she was the terror of 
Wonderland – the infamous Queen of 
Hearts – she was just a girl who wanted 
to fall in love.’ So goes the tagline of 
Heartless, an Alice in Wonderland origin 
story based in the Kingdom of Hearts. 
Catherine is a young woman who dreams 
of opening a bakery with her servant (and 
dear friend) Mary Ann and being named 
Official Tart Baker for the kingdom. 
However, her parents, the Marquis and 
Marchioness of Rock Turtle Cove, have 
different plans. Catherine’s skill at baking 
magical concoctions has caught the eye 
(and stomach!) of the King of Hearts, a 
man fifteen years her senior. 

Although he is a kind and simple man –  
a happy king of a happy kingdom – 
Catherine is horrified when it appears 
that the king plans to propose marriage. 
Running away from a grand magical 
ball, she is rescued from the marriage 
announcement – and the attack of a 
Jabberwock, a creature of nightmares and 
myth – by the new court jester. Catherine 
is intrigued by this mysterious stranger 
and touched by his kindness in her hour 
of need. She suddenly realises that Jest is 
the boy of her dreams – quite literally!

This is a charming book with a strong 
female protagonist. Chafing at the 
restricted role expected of her as good 
daughter, Catherine chooses to satisfy her 
own wishes, risking disapprobation from 
her parents and king. However, people 
familiar with the Alice in Wonderland tales 
may see a painful twist coming up. Fans 
of these stories will enjoy the appearances 
throughout this novel of the Cheshire 
Cat, the Mad Hatter and the playing cards 
which guard the king, although older 
readers might find it a bit derivative. 12+

Keelin Murray

Lucy Worsley 
MY NAME IS VICTORIA 
Bloomsbury, March 2017 
Paperback, 369pp, £6.99 

ISBN 9781408882016

My Name Is Victoria faithfully recreates 
the claustrophobic Kensington Palace of 
Queen Victoria’s childhood. Historian 
Lucy Worsley gives readers a detailed 
account of the grim ‘Kensington System’ 
which Victoria’s guardians applied – and 
which turned the young princess into a 
virtual prisoner and made her days joyless. 

The system was largely created by Sir John 
Conroy, who demanded that his own 
daughter, also called Victoria, become 
the young Princess Victoria’s companion 
and thus endure the system herself. It is 
Victoria Conroy who tells us the story.  
We learn about the numbing rules and see 
poor, trapped Princess Victoria through 
Miss V Conroy’s eyes. And what an odd, 
deadening system it is. Princess Victoria 
cannot walk down the stairs unaided lest 
she trip. She cannot go beyond a certain 
point in the garden in case she is seen by 
the public. Her guardians are fierce and 
formidable. So many rules squeeze the two 
Victorias that the readers themselves can 
hardly breathe. 

The bleak mood of Kensington House 
with its oppressive system combines with 
the author’s rather adult style to make 
for a slightly dry read. This is a book 
suitable for the most dedicated readers, 
who will respond well to its charms and 
to the wonderful twist in the tale that is 
revealed as the book comes to its happy 
close. Ultimately, it is a charming story of 
enduring friendship and loyalty, born out 
of the most difficult circumstances. 12+

Grace Wells
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Jane Mitchell 
A DANGEROUS CROSSING 

Little Island Books, February 2017 
Paperback, 232pp, e9.99 

ISBN 9781910411582

A Dangerous Crossing offers a timely and 
stark insight into the plight of Syrian 
refugees travelling to Europe and presents 
the harrowing perspective of the child’s 
experience within this context. 

Through this first-person, present-tense 
narrative, we follow the story of Ghalib, a 
thirteen-year-old boy from Kobani, whose 
family is forced to flee Syria as conditions 
worsen. The narrative affords us a close 
reading of what informs the decisions of 
families like Ghalib’s and the resulting 
psychological impact of these decisions as 
the ensuing journey unfolds. 

Jane Mitchell makes sure to paint a no-
holds-barred picture for young readers, 
ensuring that they witness the full reality 
of the gruelling journeys of refugees. 
Ghalib represents the universal child 
within an exceptional circumstance – but 
one that many children the world over are 
enduring. 

In spite of the tragic circumstances 
that propel the narrative, the story has 
an ultimately hopeful and redemptive 
quality, but the reader becomes aware 
that where this story ends is only the 
beginning for Ghalib and his family. This 
is complemented by a postscript that 
explores what might happen to Ghalib 
next, which is useful for contextualising 
the story further and bringing its truth 
into the consciousness of young European 
readers. 

In terms of language, the imagery is 
at times repetitive, but this is a minor 
complaint within a compelling story, 
which demands for young readers to be 
socially aware and to give thought to world 
issues affecting their peers. 12–14

Jo Holmwood

Jeff Giles 
THE EDGE OF EVERYTHING 

Bloomsbury, February 2017 
Paperback, 358pp, £7.99 
ISBN 9681408869079

The Edge of Everything can be described as 
a supernatural coming-of-age novel. Set in 
present-day Montana, the story overflows 
with energy from start to finish. Zoe 
finds herself stranded in a forest during 
a blizzard, trying to protect her brother 
Jonah from a murderous criminal. Enter 
X – the supernatural heartthrob from 
the Lowlands. Zoe and X have an instant 
connection – he can’t help ‘holding her 
with his eyes’ when they first meet. 

Zoe is a strong protagonist throughout 
the novel. She is unstoppable when she 
decides on a course of action. Her ferocity 
drives the story forward as she hungers for 
the truth, for answers and for X. When 
the reality of the past year of her life comes 
to the surface, Zoe has an impossible 
decision to make. The untimely death of 
her father was not all that it seems, and 
the fates have devised a most bitter plan to 
test Zoe and X. 

The supernatural elements of this 
novel are balanced eloquently with the 
demanding and often overwhelming life 
of a young adult. The pervasive nature 
of technology is represented throughout 
this novel, with Zoe’s phone interfering 
with many pivotal moments. Giles leaves 
many questions unanswered, paving the 
way for future novels. This page-turner 
contains themes of grief, romance, 
the supernatural, death and alludes to 
intimate moments. 12–14, Young Adult

Samantha Murphy

Elizabeth Laird 
WELCOME TO NOWHERE 

Macmillan, February 2017 
Hardback, 377pp, £9.99 
ISBN 9781509840496

This is an important and powerful book, 
detailing one boy’s terrifying experience 
of the Syrian civil war. It shows young 
readers how ordinary lives are torn apart 
by the destruction of war. The story gives 
readers a well-researched and interesting 
account of life in Syria, with fascinating 
insights into family life, including the 
education of women and girls, arranged 
marriages, attitudes towards disability and 
cultural interests.

Unlike his older brother and sister, twelve-
year-old Omar isn’t into school, preferring 
instead to put his energies into learning 
how to be a businessman, like his cousin 
Rasoul. But Omar’s world is about to turn 
upside down. At first, the changes are 
innocuous enough: Rasoul decides to get 
out of Syria; shopkeeper Uncle Ali leaves 
town unexpectedly. Then Omar’s father 
is transferred to another government job 
in the city of Daraa, dragging his entire 
family with him to live with his mother, 
where tensions are high. Then darker and 
more frightening things begin to happen. 
There are demonstrations and marches. 
Arrests and shootings. House-to-house 
searches. And government tanks rolling 
into the city.

The story is a little heavy on world-
building at the outset, and while some of 
the background material is interesting, it 
would be better if distributed throughout 
the narrative. However, perseverance is 
rewarded for the reader, with an exciting 
account of Omar and his family’s life once 
the story proper kicks off. The book covers 
several years, during which the Husseins 
face illness, injury, separation and even 
death. Laird ends the story on a note of 
hope, as the family face the possibility of a 
new life in the UK. 12–14

Jane Mitchell
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Susin Nielsen 
OPTIMISTS DIE FIRST 

Andersen Press, March 2017 
Hardback, 259 pages, £12.99 

ISBN 9781783445073

As Canada now seems to be the 
destination of choice for many Irish 
teenagers heading away for their first 
summer jobs, it’s great to see UK editions 
of YA books set in Canada and with a 
particularly Canadian sensibility. 

Like Nielsen’s previous novels, Optimists 
Die First is a well-written, tightly structured 
and compassionate novel, peopled by 
well-drawn, likeable, flawed and deeply 
human characters. The marketing hook 
is that this is ‘a love story for cynics’. The 
narrator, Petula de Wilde, has developed a 
coping strategy in response to the tragedy 
that struck her family – to always expect 
the worst in order to be prepared for any 
eventuality. To help her with her trauma 
she attends an art therapy group, and 
the people she meets there – including 
amputee Jacob – drive the story, much as 
the cancer-support group does in John 
Green’s The Fault in Our Stars. There are 
many similarities between the writers, 
from the quality of the writing to their 
straightforward approach to teenage 
sexuality. Petula is struggling not only to 
come to terms with her grief but also with 
accepting the type of person it has made 
her become. 

Nielsen is a deeply humane writer, and 
the book is above all about the ability to 
forgive – both yourself and others. Highly 
recommended. 12–14, Young Adult 

Amanda Bell

Catherine Doyle 
MAFIOSA 

Chicken House, January 2017 
Paperback, 404pp, £7.99 
ISBN 9781909489844

The concluding volume of Catherine 
Doyle’s Blood for Blood saga raises 
questions about what actually constitutes 
a trilogy. Should it be three separate 
storylines? Should each volume stand 
alone and yet be enriched by its 
relationship to the others? Is it necessary 
to have read the first volume in order to 
appreciate the second, and so on? The 
volumes in this saga have appeared in 
quite rapid succession, one every January 
since 2015, but even so it is quite hard to 
remember the intricacies of the plot from 
one volume to the next. The narrative 
is sequential, and the overall effect is 
more one of episodes in a series than a 
true ‘trilogy’. There is a risk that young 
readers will get lost somewhere between 
instalments, and it begs the question of 
why the trilogy wasn’t published as one big 
blockbuster. 

This concluding volume opens with 
protagonist Sophie Gracewell being 
initiated into her adoptive mafia family. 
The lack of explanatory back-story means 
that any reader new to the series will 
struggle to keep up with the unfolding 
plot. 

That said, Doyle has done a fine job with 
her cast of Chicago gangsters. The plot is 
elaborate, the characters develop nicely 
from volume to volume and there are 
some great set pieces – particularly those 
portraying the intimate relationships 
between Sophie, her best friend Millie and 
her love interest Luca. Hard-core fans who 
have been awaiting this final instalment 
won’t be disappointed. 14+, Young Adult

Amanda Bell

Marianna Baer 
THE INCONCEIVABLE LIFE OF QUINN 

Amulet Books, April 2017 
Paperback, 376pp, £11.99 

IBSN 9781419723025 

The first thing that struck me about 
this book is author Marianna Baer’s 
impeccable instinct for teen dialogue. 
From page one, the reader is transported 
convincingly into sixteen-year-old Quinn 
Cutler’s life, and the author manages to 
hold us there until its unusual, ethereal 
ending. 

The second thing that struck me is 
the oddness of the storyline. Quinn, 
the daughter of a high-profile congress 
candidate, is pregnant, with no memory 
of ever having had sex. Various theories 
are explored: did something happen 
when she and her boyfriend were fooling 
around? Could she have been drugged? 
As Quinn and boyfriend Jesse focus in 
on the two weeks around the estimated 
time of conception, looking for clues, a 
group of religious fanatics gather outside 
Quinn’s house convinced that she is a 
virgin pregnant with the next messiah. 
Meanwhile, the Internet goes into a 
freefall of speculation and Quinn’s parents 
order her to stay at home in an effort to 
protect her. 

Baer handles Quinn’s confinement deftly 
(you almost feel like slipping under the 
water in one of her many baths, too, to 
escape the tension in the house) and her 
understandably fraught relationship with 
boyfriend Jesse is both real and touching.

To appreciate this book, readers will need 
to think outside their normal frame of 
understanding and, ultimately, fragments 
of the story didn’t quite come together 
for me – I would like to have had more 
of a sense of her enigmatic deceased 
grandmother’s life, a core element of the 
plot, for example. A unique and thought-
provoking read, however. Young Adult 

Ciara O’Connor
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Meg Grehan 
THE SPACE BETWEEN 

Little Island Books, March 2017 
Paperback, 196pp, e9.99 

ISBN 9781910411599

It’s New Year’s Eve and Beth has had 
enough: she decides to be a recluse. She 
builds a controlled world within her house 
of routine, books and silence. For months 
she is alone with her thoughts, until a dog 
appears, and then its beautiful owner, 
Alice. Beth’s space and plans for solitude 
change.

The story comes as free-form verse, 
detailing Beth’s year as it progresses. 
Her thoughts flow as she analyses her 
solitary life – a poem for a day, a moment, 
an incident. There is a simplicity to 
the language but a great complexity to 
Beth’s emotional states as she deals with 
her battles with anxiety, self-esteem, 
agoraphobia and her growing feelings 
for Alice. The entire text is punctuation-
free, except for the question mark when 
Mouse, Alice’s dog, first appears. Instead, 
the shape of the verse and the actual 
space between the words is what makes 
this diary a story of personal change over 
time. The pauses reflect Beth’s stream of 
consciousness at the rawest level, making 
reading this effortless, to great dramatic 
effect. 

The Space Between is extraordinary. 
Grehan’s work asks us to consider not 
only the space between words, but also the 
spaces between people. Grehan’s turn of 
phrase makes Beth’s voice believable and 
easy to relate to; it is also a superb choice 
for reluctant readers.

It is a story of discovering hope in others, 
fighting fears and growing to challenge 
them. Young Adult

Olivia Hope

Alan Gibbons 
THE TRAP 

Orion, January 2017 
Paperback, 186pp, £7.99 

ISBN 9781780622453

What drives some young men in Europe 
to travel to a country they know little 
about and pick up a gun? This fast-paced 
novel by Alan Gibbons doesn’t give you a 
definitive answer, but it does provide an 
insight into the devastating impact that 
this decision can have on the families left 
behind.

Part of the story is set in the near past 
and focuses on Majid, a medical student, 
drawn to Syria by a desire to help those 
who have suffered so much in recent years. 
The motives of some of those he meets 
there are not as noble, and ultimately 
he finds himself coerced into a world of 
extremism and violence. 

The other part of the story is situated in 
present-day London and is particularly 
fast-paced as it deals with attempts to stop 
a terrorist attack. All of this is set against 
an examination of Majid’s family, who 
struggle against the stigma of being judged 
by society for a decision that he made 
against their wishes. 

Indeed the strength of this book lies in 
the fact that the author can touch on 
pertinent issues such as racism, identity 
and integration in a complex and 
responsible way without slowing the pace 
of the plot. However, it does leave the 
reader wishing that the book was longer so 
that more time could be spent examining 
these very themes.

As a suspense-filled thriller, this book does 
not fail to deliver and the short, snappy 
chapters filled with intrigue and espionage 
will keep you guessing right until the end. 
Young Adult

Joe Kelly

Sarah Crossan and Brian Conaghan 
WE COME APART  

Bloomsbury, February 2017  
Paperback, 312pp, £9.99 
ISBN 9781408878866

We Come Apart, a collaborative project 
between Crossan and Conaghan, is a 
three-part novel written in alternating 
voices. The text is in a fractured format, 
which will be familiar to Crossan’s fans. 
As you would expect from writers at the 
top of their game, it seizes the reader’s 
attention from the first page. 

Nicu is a teenage boy from Romania, 
living with his family in the UK while they 
save enough money to return home and 
for him to enter into an arranged marriage 
with a girl from their village. Jess lives 
with her mother and abusive stepfather; 
her older brother has moved out, unable 
to tolerate the situation at home, and she 
has ‘fallen in with a bad crowd’. Jess and 
Nicu meet doing community service, find 
refuge in one another and gradually fall 
in love.

Themes of domestic abuse, violence, 
bullying, social exclusion, low self-esteem 
and racism are explored through the 
dual narratives. Each writer has a finely 
tuned ear for accent and idiom, and the 
characterisation is pitch perfect. But 
somewhere around the mid-point of the 
novel the catalogue of disasters befalling 
the couple feels too relentless, the abuses 
they suffer too gratuitous. 

Nicu and Jess are beautifully realised 
characters, and the reader wants more 
for them than the bleak and strangely 
abrupt ending. The characters are fifteen, 
and while readers tend to choose books 
featuring protagonists a little older than 
themselves, in this case the content is 
definitely more suited to YA. Young Adult

Amanda Bell



Laura Ruby 
BONE GAP 

Faber & Faber, December 2016  
Paperback, 400pp, £7.99  

ISBN 9780571332755

Bone Gap is a small town in the middle 
of nowhere, Illinois. It is the kind of place 
where you could disappear between the 
cracks and no one would look for you, 
as outsider Roza learnt to her dismay. 
Everyone thinks she ran away, except 
Finn. He knows she was kidnapped 
by a man with an unmemorable face. 
Unfortunately, Finn is dismissed by most 
as the local moony weirdo, so he must 
track her down alone. Not quite alone: he 
may have the help of a fiery beekeeper and 
a temperamental horse.

With this book, Laura Ruby has stirred an 
intoxicating mix of Stephen King in his 
folksy Americana mode mixed with the 
forbidding magic of Angela Carter. Bone 
Gap is a woozy world where everything is 
wondrous yet claustrophobic, seemingly 
trapping all our characters in their fates, 
both mundane and fantastic. The author 
effortlessly switches between chills and 
love with sentences of a tactile texture.

The book moves between several 
perspectives, jumping between the small-
town mystical mystery and a feminist-
tinged retelling of Beauty and the Beast. 
It’s a compelling structure, so much so 
that when the two strands come together 
in the climax, it is a slight let-down, 
trading ambiguity for a surprisingly literal 
conclusion.

That aside, this novel has atmosphere to 
spare and a compelling cast of characters. 
It also touches on a variety of issues 
including physical abuse and body 
image. So if you are in the area, I would 
recommend stopping by Bone Gap and 
getting lost. Young Adult

Cethan Leahy

Virginia MacGregor 
WISHBONES 
HQ, May 2017 

Paperback, 376pp, £7.99 
ISBN 9780008217297

Feather has lived all her life in the same 
small village, with the same few friends 
and the same routine, the only child of a 
quiet hard-working dad and a morbidly 
obese mother who hasn’t left the house 
for thirteen years. This isn’t strange to 
Feather – she knows it isn’t usual, but it’s 
all she’s ever known. Then one New Year’s 
Eve everything changes. Her mother is 
rushed to hospital and she realises that 
drastic measures are urgently needed. 
With the help of her best friend and some 
new arrivals to the village, Feather begins 
to unravel her family history and discovers 
the tragic events that lie behind her 
mother’s depression.

Virginia MacGregor has a light touch 
even with the darkest subjects and this 
Young Adult novel balances humour and 
compassion especially well while exploring 
difficult subjects such as eating disorders, 
depression, guilt, first love and emerging 
sexuality. Feather has all the impatience 
and exasperation of a young teenager but 
her understanding grows and deepens 
quickly and credibly. Secondary characters 
are equally well drawn, all with their own 
back stories of loss, sadness and everyday 
acts of kindness. 

Wishbones is not preachy in any way, but 
it manages to illuminate and inform 
seemingly without effort. MacGregor has 
a sureness of tone that is well suited to her 
young audience and one hopes that she 
will not shy away from further complex 
subjects. Most of all she tells a darn good 
story with engaging characters that you 
end up cheering for. Young Adult

Jan Winter
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Maggie Harcourt 
UNCONVENTIONAL  
Usborne, February 2017 
Paperback, 450pp, £7.99 

ISBN 9781409590156

Lexi has lived most of her life behind the 
scenes – behind a clipboard, to be precise. 
Helping her dad to organise conventions, 
she knows exactly what to do when 
anything goes wrong. Until début author 
Aidan Green tumbles – literally – into her 
life, and suddenly Lexi hasn’t a clue. Not 
about anything and certainly not what to 
do. 

This is Lexi’s story, in more ways than 
one – Harcourt’s decision to create a 
first-person narrative pays off in spades as 
Lexi’s voice sings off the page. She can be 
infuriating at times, captivating and even 
intense – but she’s wonderfully written 
and infinitely relatable. As the heart of the 
book, she sparkles, even when she’s at her 
most awkward. 

This is Maggie Harcourt’s début YA 
novel – or romance, to give it its proper 
and fitting title – and it’s an assured one. 
Written with quirky verve and clever wit, 
Unconventional is almost what it says on 
the tin, in that it’s a new and compelling 
entry into the YA canon, but everything 
is just recognisable enough to please every 
reader. Perfect for fans of such superstars 
as Rainbow Rowell and Stephanie Perkins, 
this is a treat for any teen who knows what 
it means to lose their heart for the first 
time. Young Adult

Becky Long
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Sheena Wilkinson 
STREET SONG 

Ink Road, April 2017 
Paperback, 317pp, £7.99 
ISBN 9781785300899

Sheena Wilkinson explores music, identity 
and the dark side of reality TV fame in her 
latest novel, Street Song.

Ryan shot to stardom overnight as 
Ireland’s answer to Justin Bieber on 
the TV show PopIcon. With his career 
effectively over at only eighteen and 
following a stint in rehab, Ryan is left 
struggling to find his way in life without 
the bright lights of fame. After an 
argument with his controlling stepfather/
manager and a chance encounter with 
guitarist Toni, Ryan finds himself making 
a break for Belfast in search of a new life, 
identity and meaning in his music.

Although slow paced in parts, Street Song 
deals with a number of serious issues such 
as substance abuse, rape and homelessness 
with a rich, gritty realism. Wilkinson does 
not shy away from handling these realities, 
balancing their seriousness with moments 
of pure escapism through music.

Wilkinson’s true strength lies in the 
depth of her characterisation. Ryan is a 
fantastically complex character whom 
readers will flip from hating to loving, 
from chapter to chapter. Ryan’s search 
for meaning and his frustration with 
himself and his demons depict a powerful 
exploration of identity and belief. Toni 
and Marysia also provide excellent feisty 
female role models whose confidence 
in themselves makes for an interesting 
juxtaposition to Ryan’s struggle. Their 
absolute indifference to his ‘RyLee Charm’ 
(i.e. smarm and witty comebacks) offers a 
refreshing portrayal of teenage girls.

Sheena Wilkinson at her best; a story that 
is sure to please true music-lovers.  
Young Adult

Ruth Concannon

Elizabeth Wein 
THE PEARL THIEF 

Bloomsbury, May 2017 
Paperback, 391pp, £7.99 
ISBN 9781408866610

The Pearl Thief takes the reader on a 
thrilling adventure, rich in culture, 
identity and love. Set in the summer 
of 1938, the Scottish murder-mystery 
immediately grabs the attention of the 
reader. Julie’s final summer in Strathfearn 
house is sure to be a memorable one. 
However, an unlikely chain of events, 
beginning with a vicious riverside attack, 
changes not only the course of the 
summer, but also the course of many 
interwoven lives, in a truly unpredictable 
way.

Wein’s writing is addictive and lively. 
The emotive and thrilling first-person 
narrative allows the reader to experience 
the story from the protagonist’s point 
of view. While exploring a mysterious 
disappearance, and showing respect to 
the historical context of the writing, 
Wein carefully and masterfully crafts 
complex characters rich in depth and 
personality. The relationships within the 
story address themes such as friendship, 
abuse of power and respect with a great 
amount of plausibility. Wein confronts 
discrimination against Travellers from a 
first-person and onlooker point of view, in 
an extreme and raw manner. The use of 
strong imagery and vernacular dialogue 
brings interactions to life, evoking an array 
of emotional reactions from the reader. 

Wein’s fine writing highlights 
discrimination, the rich cultural identity 
of Travellers and the Scottish and the ever-
complicated lives led by women of all ages. 
Contains some mildly intimate romantic 
moments, gory details of a murder and 
two incidents relating to consent.  
Young Adult 

Samantha Murphy

Mary G. Thompson 
AMY CHELSEA STACIE DEE 

Chicken House, March 2017  
Paperback, 336pp, £7.99  

ISBN 9781910655818

A young girl gets off a bus, just like 
hundreds of other young girls, but this one 
is different. Amy was abducted with her 
best friend six years ago and now she is 
making her way home. 

Mary G. Thompson’s intriguing and 
excellently written book jumps straight 
into the story. Amy has been thoroughly 
traumatised by her experiences and 
cannot immediately answer the many 
questions her family has upon her return. 
The language of the book is quite sparse, 
but each word is carefully chosen and 
Thompson manages to let the reader into 
Amy’s mind and the terrible pressures she 
is under. The author too is very good at 
describing the effect Amy’s disappearance 
has had on her immediate and extended 
family. 

This is a gripping read and explains 
the full horror of what was inflicted 
upon Amy and her cousin Dee by their 
kidnapper, without ever feeling gratuitous. 
There are so many themes skillfully woven 
into this story – friendship, sense of self 
and growing up – that make reading it 
a very rich experience. This is a book 
about how painful it can be to love and 
care for someone, but also how that love 
can inspire extraordinary strength and 
courage. Young Adult

Laura O’Herlihy



Lisa Williamson 
ALL ABOUT MIA 

David Fickling Books, February 2017 
Hardback, 364pp, £10.99  

ISBN 9781910989104

One family, three sisters. Grace is the 
oldest and a straight-A student while 
Audrey is the youngest and a future 
Olympic swimming champion. And 
then there’s Mia, the mess in the middle. 
‘People only notice if I do something bad,’ 
she says of her wild and daring antics. 
So when perfect Grace makes a shock 
announcement, Mia hopes her sister gets 
into the trouble she deserves. Instead, it’s 
her own life that spirals out of control. 

Williamson, who admits to a fascination 
with families of three (she was one of two 
herself) and who was very quiet growing 
up, is nonetheless superb at inhabiting the 
mind of an utterly self-absorbed sixteen-
year-old tearaway girl, with her boozing, 
boys and bad behaviour. And it’s easy to 
see why her début book The Art of Being 
Normal was awarded the Waterstone’s 
Children’s Book Prize for 2016. 

London’s grimy flatland with its mouldy 
shower curtains and yellowing, stained 
pillows is vividly brought to life and 
there are constant references to smells. 
There are also references to popular 
songs littered throughout. Mia’s parents 
are unconventional – her mum drives a 
motorbike – but you can’t help wondering 
that if they are so cool and loving, how 
come their kids are so messed up? Or 
maybe they, too, have been a bit self-
absorbed, as Mia’s mum suggests towards 
the end?

The final confrontation between Mia 
and Grace is superbly played out through 
fast-paced and excellent dialogue, as Mia 
realises she may be putting at risk the very 
things she loves the most. Definitely a cut 
above the rest. Young Adult

Orla Bourke

Molly Bang 
PICTURE THIS: HOW PICTURES WORK 

Chronicle Books, August 2016 
Hardback, 134pp, £17.99 

ISBN 9781452135151

Picture This was originally published in 
1991. This twenty-fifth-anniversary edition 
is revised and expanded. Bang’s work 
is seen as one of the key texts regarding 
visual literacy. She walks and talks the 
reader through how shape, line, space and 
colour may be used, and how what we 
feel things look like, rather than how they 
actually look, relates to our emotions and 
influences what we create or read. Indeed, 
how art and emotion are interwoven is 
central to the book. Bang offers both 
practical and philosophical knowledge 
and support, asking herself questions 
throughout the book which throw light on 
creative choices.

The book guides the reader in how to 
make picturebooks or understand visual 
narrative, showing how every element 
on the page contributes to the reader’s 
understanding and to their emotional 
response. What is also important is 
the role that children’s voices played in 
guiding the author. As she explains, the 
work that developed into this book was 
a collaboration with school students but 
proved more transformative for Bang 
herself. 

The book is very accessible and can be 
used with school students, as well as 
adults, to enhance their skills in visual 
analysis. Towards the end of the book, 
there are exercises which support the 
reader in starting to analyse other images, 
whether they are a student of design or 
simply interested in the area. 

It remains a stunningly good introduction 
to the field. Non-fiction, 10–12, 12–14, 
Young Adult and Adult

Mel Gibson
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Jeff Zentner 
GOODBYE DAYS 

Andersen Press, April 2017 
Paperback, 405pp, £7.99  

ISBN 9781783445516

Carver Briggs has a problem. He may, 
depending on who you ask, have killed his 
three best friends, Mars, Eli and Blake. 
Not on purpose, of course. As he waits for 
them to drive over and pick him up from 
work, he sends a text message asking them 
where they are. Then he discovers, to his 
horror, that their car has crashed and that 
all three of them are dead.

Is Carver responsible because he sent that 
text? Some people certainly think so and 
there’s talk of a criminal investigation. 
Then Carver agrees to Blake’s 
grandmother’s suggestion of a ‘goodbye 
day’ to remember him by doing all the 
things that he loved. When the other 
families request one too, Carver is thrown 
into a tumultuous series of ‘goodbye days’, 
not all of which run as smoothly as the 
first. 

This Young Adult novel is a total tear-
jerker and I defy any reader not to have a 
lump in their throat by the end of it. But 
the harrowing emotion is tempered by 
the hilarious activities of ‘Sauce Crew’, as 
Carver and his friends called themselves. 
Through a series of flashbacks, we get a 
sense of the quirky, off-the-wall humour at 
the heart of their friendship. 

Zentner writes with a superb eye for 
scenery and the developing relationship 
between Carver and Jesmyn (Eli’s ex-
girlfriend) is perfectly captured. It also 
helps that he’s a very likeable protagonist. 
You want things to work out for him. A 
warm, touching but incredibly sad novel. 
Young Adult

Ciara O’Connor
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