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History

Murphy, Jim.  ACROSS AMERICA ON AN EMIGRANT TRAIN.  Clarion Books, 1993.
The building of the transcontinental railroads in the 19th Century and the influx of millions of emigrants to America form the backdrop against which Robert Louis Stevenson makes his journey from Scotland to California to find the woman he loves.  When Stevenson received a telegram informing him that Fanny Van de Grift Osbourne was very ill, he left the next day, with very little money.  He could only afford to travel as an emigrant, “amateur emigrant” as he called himself, and thus the reader is introduced to the hardships that many emigrants endured to get to America.

The organization of this 1994 Orbus Pictus Winner works very well to generate and maintain the reader’s interest.  Not only do we learn about Robert Louis Stevenson, we also learn about the emigrants, the building of the railroads, the conditions on the ship and the emigrant trains (with interesting information on the luxurious Pullman Palace cars for contrast).  The author alternates between describing the rather tortuous events of Stevenson’s trip with sections about the construction of the tracks and the railroad workers; what happened to the buffalo, and briefly, the Native Americans.    This method illuminates a lot of interesting details, such as the food that was available, the newsboys who could make more money than the engineer, and the prejudice that prevailed across the journey.   There are a number of photographs and illustrations, some from the author’s own collection, that supplement the history and help the reader visualize the conditions described by the author.  I really liked this book; it is valuable to students interested in early American history, railroads, emigrant history, and of course, to fans of Robert Louis Stevenson.  
A lengthy bibliography is included; the author’s enthusiasm for America’s railroad history is apparent throughout the book.

People and Cultures

McKissack, Patricia C and McKissack, Fredrick L.  Ill.  John Thompson.  CHRISTMAS IN THE BIG HOUSE, CHRISTMAS IN THE QUARTERS.  Scholastic Inc., 1994.
I chose to read this 1995 Orbis Pictus Honor Book for the “People and Cultures” category, because the slave plantation culture is as far from me, chronologically speaking, as the Sahara desert is geographically.  In this book, the authors use Christmas of 1859 as the vehicle to show the difference between life in the Big House and life in the slave quarters.   The year is significant, because the Civil War is imminent, and the Plantation way of life will be changed forever.

Christmas, the traditional holiday of warmth and cheer and happiness, is a very effective way to introduce the unease of the guests in the Big House and the hopes of the slaves in the quarters.  The guests in the Big House can’t help but talk about John Brown’s raid and slave insurrections, even as they eat their sumptious meals and dance in fine clothes.  The slaves are taking the opportunity to learn about the Underground Railroad and to smuggle in Frederick Douglas’s newspaper from visiting slaves.  The clothes, food and holiday observances of the Big House are described and then compared with how the slaves observe the holiday; characters in both settings are drawn with compassion and stereotypes avoided.   Included are recipes, poems and songs from the period, and the historically accurate illustrations enhance the reading experience.  One of the most telling passages of the book describes how the daughter of the plantation owner writes in her diary that she hears the sweet song of a contented slave, while a slave boy learns from the same song the good news that his father has contacted the Underground Railroad.  
Informative notes appear at the end of the story, explaining some of the events, poems and dialogue, and there is also a bibliography.

Science
Deem, James M.  BODIES FROM THE BOG.  Houghton Mifflin Co., 1998.

In the bogs of Northern Europe, well preserved bodies and skeletons have been found in recent centuries by peat cutters.  Some of these “bog bodies” are thousands of years old.  Scientists began studying the bodies in the late 1800’s.   Photographs of the bog bodies, ceremonial artifacts and the traditional peat cutting process accompany the text.

The author catches the reader’s interest in the first chapter by presenting the discovery of a dead man in a partially drained bog in Denmark in 1952 as a mystery.   Was it the body of a man who disappeared in 1887?  Deem describes the steps taken by the scientists to examine the body to learn that he was killed around 55 B.C., and that he had been sacrificed.  Grisly yet fascinating photographs of the man accompany the text, and inspire the reader to continue.  Through the stories about the bog bodies that were discovered, Deem weaves solid information about the life of a bog,  including the difference between bogs, where bodies are preserved, and fens, where bodies decay.  There is a chapter on artifacts, such as cauldrons and wagons, that offers insight into ancient rituals and ceremonies.   He then explains further the method used by scientists to learn all that they can from the bog bodies.  In his concluding chapter, he explains why it is very unlikely that any more bog bodies will be found.  The subject matter and the photographs make this a fascinating book that will appeal to those students interested by mummies, dead bodies, mysteries of the past and prehistoric cultures.
The author is careful to distinguish what is fact and what is theory; although his credentials are not listed, he does provide a bibliography of appropriate references.

Nature
Arnosky, Jim.  WILD AND SWAMPY.  HarperCollins Publishers, 2000.

Arnosky invites the reader to explore a cypress swamp with him as he and his wife Deanna spend an entire day looking for birds, fish and mammals.  This 2001 Orbis Pictus Honor Book includes pen and ink sketches from Arnosky’s travel journals, and watercolor illustrations of swamp creatures he and Deanna have seen.

Arnosky uses the first person narrative to generate interest and provide continuity, while relating specific information about swamps and the creatures found there.   He describes some of the events he witnessed, like the day in the Okefenokee Swamp where he watched an alligator stalking a raccoon.  The illustrations are beautiful and help evoke the mysterious feeling of a swamp.   There is no bibliography and no information about the author, except what he volunteers in the beginning about his annual trips south to visit swamps.
Humanities
Reich, Susanna.  CLARA SCHUMANN:  PIANO VIRTUOSO.  Clarion Books, 1999.

This 2000 Orbis Pictus Honor book is a condensed biography of Clara Schumann, extraordinary pianist, composer and teacher who also happened to be the wife of Robert Schumann.  Her life was filled with dramatic events and profound tragedy, yet she never stopped playing the piano with such skill that she was renowned and celebrated throughout Europe.

This book is intended for middle school readers, and is illustrated with portraits and photographs of Clara, her family and now-famous musicians that were her close friends.  It is arranged chronologically, and the unifying theme concentrates on how her music sustained her through the turmoil of her life.  She gave birth to eight children; four of whom died before she did and one son spent his life in an insane asylum.  Her husband, now-famous composer Robert Schumann, died in an insane asylum when Clara was 36 years old.  She would live for another 40 years, and gave concerts all over Europe for 35 of those years.  In addition, she helped to secure the reputations of her husband, Johannes Brahms and Frederic Chopin by playing their compositions in her concerts.  There is not a bibliography, but Reich writes in the book’s preface that she wrote the book  “in consultation” with her mother, who is the author of CLARA SCHUMANN:  THE ARTIST AND THE WOMAN, and who is now working on a translation of Schumann’s diaries.   Reich concludes the book with an epilogue, describing the sources of information about Clara Schumann and directing readers who would like to know more to several different books, including primary source materials.  I, for one, am inspired to learn more about Clara Schumann.

Activities, Sports, Crafts and How-To
Seeberg, Tim.  CAMPING.  The Child’s World, 2004.

This book is part of a series called KIDS’ GUIDES TO THE OUTDOORS.  It is a how-to introduction to camping basics:  planning, packing, how to establish a camp-site, and safety considerations.  It is accompanied by photographs of campers and camp-sites, and includes a glossary, books for more information, and a web-site.  Cathy Scheder, Manager of Learning Resources, American Camping Association is acknowledged as the Content Advisor.
I go camping with my husband and children at least once a year.  We never formalized an introduction to camping for our children; we just started taking them with us.  As they get older, they help out more and more with the chores.  So I was interested in how this book would introduce camping to children, and I came away with the conclusion that it’s a good idea for children to read this book.  It advises young readers about the different kinds of camping, the equipment needed, the importance of planning.   Throughout his instructions, though, Seeberg maintains an enthusiastic tone and does not let his readers forget that camping is an exciting adventure.

