
Books these days are often elaborately
illustrated with photos; this approach has
been adopted by the Natural History Mu-
seum’s ‘Weird & Wonderful Guides’, of which
Zooming and Creeping is an example. Perhaps
unexpectedly, this typically does not do 
animal behaviour justice. A still photo of a
leaping frog is actually less expressive than a
well-drawn image of the same thing; the artist
can capture more than the photographer.
This is certainly true of the illustrations in the
Wallace/Collins books, which, although in
some ways simple and cartoonish, never-
theless convey the nuances of behaviour in
action much more effectively than photos.

Beatrix Potter and Walt Disney doubtless
have a much greater impact on most chil-
dren’s appreciation of animals than do books
on animal behaviour. There is therefore an
inclination to anthropomorphize this kind of
material, or at least to sentimentalize it.
Although the Wallace/Collins books are defi-
nitely ‘family viewing’, they don’t shy away
from some of biology’s less rosy aspects.

They are also keen to include humans in
the natural world, and both their books
incorporate our species into their survey of
animal behaviour. In terms of the messages
that children receive from books about biolo-
gy, I think this is perhaps the most important.
If children come to see humans as just anoth-
er species in a richly diverse biological world,
then perhaps we can look forward to the
eclipse of that most absurdly persistent of all
anti-scientific dogmas, creationism. n

Andrew Berry is at the MCZ Labs, 26 Oxford
Street, Cambridge, Massachusetts 02138, USA. 

Trailing nature
Sandra Knapp

Children are naturals at natural history —
what parents among us have not spent hours
watching a child picking up tiny stones and
turning them over to examine all sides, then

solemnly putting them in the mouth to test
another dimension. So it is not really a 
surprise that most natural history books for
children are for the younger set. But surely it
is those slightly older children who lose
interest whom we need to keep interested in
science. Perhaps publishers think the pre-
teens are not interested in books at all, with
this view spilling over into science and 
natural history books. But more and more
novels are becoming available for this age
group, and it should only be a matter of 
time before this trend affects science books
as well. 

Books can either be read to children or
read by children themselves; the current crop
has some of each. Really good books for pre-
readers must have lovely illustrations and
compelling words. Diane Siebert’s Cave, an
exploration in poetry of the magical under-
ground world, is one such: any book using
such words as “finite fragile works of art” to
describe crystals is sure to grab at least some
children’s imaginations. The illustrations are
lovely, as are those of Dory Story — a
riotous adventure about messing about in
boats on the east coast of the United States —
with a surprising ending.

Plants are often the neglected organisms,
just depicted as things for animals to sit 
on or eat. Rosy Plants a Radish is a
doing-book of another kind — a lovely
story about how things grow, with garden-
ing instructions at the end. And the baobab
is described in This is the Treeas the focus
for a teeming ecosystem, all beautifully
illustrated. 

But the prize book (this edition is a tenth-
anniversary reprint) is The Great Kapok
Tree. It is a book with a message: the anteater
says to the sleeping man, “surely you know
what happens tomorrow depends upon what
you do today”. The conservation ethic, not
ranting but responsible, comes through loud
and clear. This is a classic that in our family
ranks with Dr Suess’s inimitable Lorax.

Young school-age children (age 5–8)
clamour for books that contain informa-
tion, lots of it. Encyclopedias are great, both
The Usborne First Encyclopedia of
Animals and The Oxford First Book of
Animals will satisfy a fact-hungry child. I
only wish they could have been hybridized;
Usborne has great photographs and more
actual information, whereas Oxford treats
habitats excellently and has activities that
look fun. 

But why do invertebrates always have to
be referred to as minibeasts or creepy-
crawlies? Any child who can manage Tyran-
nosaurus rex can probably manage inverte-
brate too. All Kinds of Habitats is about
just that, and very good, with worldwide
coverage in a slim book, and lots of activities
and ‘think about it’ sorts of questions to
stimulate an enquiring mind. 

Some books are not really books, but
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Centrally Heated Knickers
by Michael Rosen; illustrations by Harry Horse
Puffin: 2000. £4.99
Points of View with Professor
Peekaboo 
by John Agard; illustrations by Satoshi Kitamura
Bodley Head: 2000. £9.99
All Sorts
by Christopher Reid; drawings by Sara Fanelli
Ondt & Gracehoper: 1999. £7.50

Maurice Riordan
Poems for children with a scientific angle are
rare. There are some by Ted Hughes that have
science in the background, and there are poets,
such as Robert Frost and Miroslav Holub,
whose scientific poems would refresh children’s
anthologies. But the norm in children’s poetry is
to appeal to fantasy and wordplay rather than to
exercise an empirical curiosity about the world.
So two of these books, dedicated to both poetry
and science, are a new and welcome idea.

They are also, unfortunately, a
disappointment. Centrally Heated Knickers
contains 100 poems on the environment, design
and technology, chemistry and physics, with 25
poems in each category. Not surprisingly, given
this rigid format, the great majority are not
poems at all. So the value of the book is in its
exceptions, such as ‘Growing Apples’, which
refashions the old moral of the wise servant: she
counsels the king to bury an apple in order to
acquire thousands more. There is verbal fun in
‘Footsteps’ and in ‘How Humans Outdied’, and
some amusement in a handful of other pieces —
but not enough to dispel the overall impression
of an unlikely commission being fulfilled.

Points of View with Professor Peekaboo

looks more promising. The eponymous
professor is depicted on the cover sitting wide-
eyed and pensive on top of the Earth. The
drawings within are inventive and striking. The
accompanying text, however, is less imaginative.
Rhythm is all-important for children, but too
often John Agard’s lines are haphazard and the
rhymes monotonous.  

Let’s hope that the limitations of these books
do not discourage the idea of linking poetry and
science. Examples of how the two work together
can be found in Christopher Reid’s All Sorts.
Reid is a resourceful poet who brings to his
children’s verse the same standards that
characterize his adult work and the poems show,
in a more genial vein, the same playfulness with
ideas and with language. This is as it should be.

The poems here are on mixed subjects, but
some — including the best — use scientific
ideas. ‘A Pair of Planets’, for example, creates
twin alternative worlds in two 10-line verses
each built on a single rhyme. The first, which is
characterized by energy, rhymes hop, pop, bop,
and so on; the other, where lethargy prevails,
rhymes asleep, deep, heap. Another gem is
‘Mud’, a child’s hilarious proposal to investigate
the nature of mud. It’s a sort of precocious grant
application for “a programme of study” which,
alas, cannot be undertaken “without first
getting really muddy”.

These poems will delight children and adults
alike. And they also suggest something else: that
the vein of speculative imagining, so much a
part of traditional children’s poetry, can be
enriched by the use of science. n

Maurice Riordan’s latest poetry collection is
Floods (Faber). He can be contacted c/o Faber &
Faber, 3 Queen Square, London WC1N 3AU, UK.
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toys. Pop-up books fall into this category —
ours never lasted very long. But even if 
they don’t last, Misunderstood Bats 
and Misunderstood Chameleons are
wonderful. Both are written in a charming,
matter-of-fact way for older children, while
the fold-out format, with its worlds within
worlds, is great for younger children. These
bridge the gap, and will probably appeal to
reluctant readers, as they don’t really look
like books at all.

Reference books about organisms are 
a common offering for a slightly older
(9–12+) age range. The Oxford Children’s
Encyclopedia of Plants and Animals is
an excellent reference book — with alpha-
betical entries allowing children to find
information quickly. The cross-referencing
is good and will encourage children to find
out more for themselves. Plants and animals
is a bit of a misnomer, however, as there are
only a few plant entries, and none at all for
mosses or ferns. 

A light-hearted book about photosyn-
thesis sounds impossible, but A Leaf in
Time does it beautifully. The importance of
plants to life on Earth is traced from the 
origins of life to today’s need for renewable
energy, all told in a way that makes the story
compelling and readable. A group of 9–11-
year-olds sat down and discussed photo-
synthesis after reading it — surely a sign that
this book is doing its job. 

People often assume that children prefer
things that are horrible or scary — and to a
large extent they are right. My 9-year-old’s
favourite book of all in this set was Youch! It

Bites, a photographic foray into the world of
things that harm humans. The pictures, some
close-ups, some with a scanning electron
microscope, are fantastic, and the book is full
of accurate information. I think the lame
jokes are part of the attraction.

Novels about animals often appeal to
young readers, and both Colin Dann (of
‘Farthing Wood’ fame) and Elizabeth Laird’s
stories of African adventure (Journey to
Freedom, Lion Country and the ‘Wild
Things’ series — Lion Pride, Baboon
Rock and Leopard Trail) fall into this cat-
egory. They are unexpectedly gripping, and
will be enjoyed by keen animal lovers and
budding natural historians alike.

Children of 12+ need books — they will
still be able to use reference books such as
Usborne’s Ecology, or enjoy A Leaf in Time.
But whereas the youngest readers are spoilt
for choice in natural history, older children
are largely left to fend for themselves in the
world of adult books. Some can manage it
easily, although these are probably the very
keen who wouldn’t have lost interest any-
way. In today’s world, where biodiversity
matters to governments trying to im-
plement the Convention on Biodiversity,
knowledge about the natural world is more
important than ever. It is in our own 
best interest to ensure that all children, not
just tomorrow’s taxonomists and ecologists,
stay informed and interested in the world 
we all share. n

Sandra Knapp is in the Department of Botany,
Natural History Museum, Cromwell Road,
London SW7 5BD, UK.

Dinos all around
Kevin Padian

Good popular books on dinosaurs, geared
for young readers, have the same qualities as
other popular science books. They’re infor-
mative, accurate and entertaining. And
because there are so many books on
dinosaurs, it’s refreshing when they’re a bit
different from the rest of the pack. If you’re
shopping for that young dino-freak on your
Christmas list, you’ll probably want a book
that doesn’t simply repeat what’s already in
half a dozen others by the bedside. So let’s see
what the elves at Nature have assembled for
the holiday basket. 

For younger readers of around 5 to 8 
years old, the main attraction of Arthur
L’Hommedieu’s Time Tunnel is the layout
of the book. Layered cutaways through all the
pages reveal a sequence of receding murals,
moving from a group of cavemen on the
front cover back through the ages of the past
as far as the Precambrian. The book opens
out to expose a succession of pages on each
geological period, complete with headlines
of the major events and the usual jaw-break-
ing dead animal names that younger chil-
dren love. Although nothing gets treated in
depth, the deep-time effect is telling when
the pages are all stretched out on the floor. 

As a novelty concept, it is to be preferred to
Anne Sharp’s Jigsaw Dinosaurs (age 5+),
which features pages of murals that become
pop-out jigsaw puzzles. In contrast to chil-
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