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BOOKS

DEFINING PEACE
Young aspiring writers, poets and artists in
Canberra and surrounds are urged to share their
thoughts on what peace means to them in the
latest Words for Peace competition. Categories
include poetry, prose, songwriting, and
illustration. Awards will be offered for most
outstanding contributions across the four areas
and published in the Words for Peace compilation.
Winners will be announced in a ceremony to
coincide with the International Day of Peace in
September. Entrants must be 10 years to 18 years
of age. Entries close June 28. More information
and the application form can be found at
wordsforpeace2013.wordpress.com.

FUTURE REVIEWERS
Interested in becoming a professional book
reviewer? Writer and reviewer Marion Halligan is
assisting with the Reviewers of the Future
Program. Masterclass One, on book reviewing,
will be held at 10am-4pm on Saturday, June 29.
Masterclass Two, with feedback, will be held at
10am-4pm on Saturday, July 27. For application
requirements, call Gorman House Arts Centre on
6249 7377, or see gormanhouse.com.au.

WHAT’S ON
Saturday: 11am until noon Two veteran
Canberra insiders combine forces to take you
through the underbelly of politics in The
Marmalade Files. Journalists Steve Lewis and
Chris Uhlmann outlined the deeper side of
Canberra’s political world. In a novel that
outlines the end of loyalty and decency, they went
on a daring quest into darker political alleyways.
The authors will be available for book signings.
Paperchain Bookstore. 34 Franklin Street,
Manuka.
Saturday: 2pm Ian Fraser and Jeannie Gray
launch their new book Australian Bird Names: A
Complete Guide at the Australian National Botanic
Gardens bookshop. Fraser is a naturalist and
conservationist and the book is aimed at anyone
with an interest in birds, teasing out the useful,
useless or misleading meanings behind common
bird names. The book is published by the CSIRO.
Australian National Botanic Gardens bookshop,
Clunies Ross Street, Acton.
Thursday: 6pm until 7.30pm The Petrov affair
propelled Canberra into chaos, and is one of the
most well-known political scandals today. The
Petrov Poems by author Lesley Lebkowicz will be
launched by Australian poet, John Foulcher. A
new verse novel, it adds context to the role of the
people who were connected to the espionage
scandal during the 1950s, including Petrov’s wife
Dusya. How did it impact her, and what did the
scandal mean for the nation? Paperchain
Bookstore, Manuka.
Friday: 5.30pm In Country is a collection of poems
by established Australian poet Leon Trainor. It is
his fifth collection, this time featuring images
from Canberra artist, Savanhdary Vongpoothorn.
Vongpoothorn’s images work harmoniously with
the collection, to be launched by Terence Maloon.
Drill Hall Gallery, Australian National University,
off Kingsley Street, Civic.

LITBITS CASSIDY BROWN

Adventurous play
CHILDREN

Stephanie Owen Reeder examines some curiously good picture books

No matter where they originate from, all picture
books aim to communicate something new and
vibrant that sets them apart from others.
Anton and the Battle (Gecko Press. 32pp.

$29.99) is an impressive title from the award-winning
team at Gecko Press in New Zealand, who specialise in
publishing “curiously good books” from around the world
for an Australasian market. In this book, Swedish author-
illustrator Ole Konnecke presents a
humorous take on the continuing
“mine is better than yours”
scenario played out daily in
playgrounds around the world.
When flamboyant Anton meets
the combative Luke, battle lines
are drawn. Both boys pull out an
arsenal of imaginary weapons.
However, a truce is declared when
an overenthusiastic puppy tries to
join in their “bigger, better, bolder” game.

The illustrations, with their Peanuts-inspired comic
characters, minimalist backgrounds and colouring-in-
book-style “weapons of mass distraction”, provide the
perfect vehicle for discussing the topic of aggressive and
competitive impulses with young children. Obviously,
Anton and the Battle is the biggest, boldest and best book of
its kind.

From nearer to home come two books by Canberra-
based authors. Tania McCartney’s effervescent Riley the
Little Aviator series features a young boy, his red biplane
and the motley collection of friends he has made during his
travels around the capital cities of Beijing, Hong Kong,
Sydney, Melbourne and now Canberra.

Riley and the Jumpy Kangaroo: A Journey around
Canberra (Ford St. 32pp. $22.95) follows the same
format as the previous titles. Riley visits a capital city, is
distracted by an animal – in this case a kangaroo – and
goes on an energetic tour around the city, as he tries to
unravel the mystery of what the animal is up to.

Local children will enjoy the fact that places they know
and have visited appear in this picture book, including City
Walk, Black Mountain Tower, Manuka, the Botanic
Gardens, the zoo and all the big institutions. Even Floriade
features, as this is where the peripatetic kangaroo finds
what she has been looking for – her joey – and Riley’s wild
ride finally comes to a halt. McCartney’s enthusiastic
prose, plus her digitally enhanced black-and-white
photographs, combine
with Kieron Pratt’s
colourful cartoon-style
illustrations to produce
an entertaining and
humorous travelogue.
Hopefully, in this
centenary year, Riley and
the kangaroo will prove
to be good ambassadors
for Canberra.

Megumi and the Bear (Walker. 32pp. $27.95), by
local author and editor Irma Gold, is a much more
contemplative story. It tells the tale of a young girl who
meets a bear in the snowy woods while she is out collecting
fir cones. They become the best of friends but one day the
bear disappears. Megumi must learn to cope with the pain
of separation and move on. With the passing of time, she
begins to forget the bear and, in the end, he becomes just
a distant memory. However, with the spring, the bear
finally returns, and Megumi’s happiness is complete.

This gentle book, which explores the nature of both
friendship and memory, had an interesting genesis. Unlike
most picture books, it began with an image rather than a
story idea. While in Japan, illustrator Craig Phillips was
inspired by a little girl playing in the snow outside his
window. He sent Gold some sketches of a girl and a bear
cub frolicking in the snow. That was all the inspiration she

needed to create this heart-warming picture book.
However, as with many children’s
books, the publishing road was not
an easy one. The snow imagery
proved to be a hurdle for Australian
publishers. It took five years for the
story to find a home with Walker
Books. Its interest is understandable.
Gold’s understated text is beautifully
crafted, while Phillip’s muted
illustrations are endearing. This is
especially true of the early images of the interaction
between the bear and Megumi, and also the loneliness
communicated through the landscape of sky and earth as
Megumi waits in vain for the bear to come. There is a
wonderful mix of warmth and pathos, heartache and joy
in this delightful book.

No doubt Australia’s best-known picture book author,
Mem Fox, had no trouble finding a publisher for her latest
book, Yoo-Hoo, Ladybird! (Penguin/
Viking. 32pp. $19.99). It contains
all the trademark features of her well-
honed texts – short, concise sentences
and plenty of rhythm, rhyme and
repetition. Preschoolers will delight in
the hide-and-seek theme, as they try to
find the ladybird hidden among a bevy
of toys, animals and household items.

As well as the excitement of being
the first to spot the elusive ladybird,
there is also the satisfaction of identifying all the things in
the pictures – a great way for children to practise their pre-
reading and visual literacy skills.

American illustrator Laura Ljungkvist’s pastel pages and
interesting images, with their clean lines, solid colours and
exuberant design elements, have a 1950s look. This bright,
inviting book will no doubt end up in the “read it again”
pile – the place where all curiously good books come to rest.

❢ Dr Reeder is an award-winning Canberra author,
illustrator and editor, whose latest picture book is Dance Like
a Pirate (NLA Publishing).

The First One

He is there, of course, for the first one, nursing

the old V Dub, flicking its indicators carefully

at each intersection on the safest way to hospital.

He worked two jobs, proud if ends met. She

made the best possible nest from little. Both

clutched his twenty minutes between shifts.

They’d walked right through the looking glass

of marriage. Seven months of life together later

shards still glow like jewels on the road back.

The birth takes hours of tears, holding hands

and hoping, their future blank as hospital sheets,

personal charts hidden from them for now.

Love is there, intoxicating as parenthood,

and the child enters each of them as it enters
the world, a red manikin bright with power

so fierce the man thinks that father/mother
must be a hybrid, two-hearted creature
made from the need to keep on caring.

But the newborn’s baptism is in mother blood,
father to one side, an acolyte, attendant being,
a soul apart – fathers know what I mean.

Ross Donlon


