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Welcome to another exciting edition of Off the Shelf. 
We hope it finds you and your students settling into 
Term 2.

We have plenty to share with you, not least of which 
is James Patterson’s visit to Sydney and Melbourne in 
May. Inside you’ll find all the important details about 
how you can meet James Patterson, plus a sneak 
preview of the newest installment in his bestselling 
Middle School series. 

Also in this edition, we share stories of the inspiration 
behind new books by Nick Earls (New Boy), Sue Saliba 
(For the Forest of a Bird) and Marc Martin (A River). 
You can read a transcript of the beautiful speech 
Sally Rippin made at the launch of Alice Pung’s Our 
Australian Girl: Marly. 

Find out what’s new from Graeme Base – he’s 
launched his very own education platform! Written by 
teachers for teachers and focused around Animalia, 
it’s a must-have for any classroom. And don’t forget to 
register for National Simultaneous Storytime – the big 
day is fast approaching on 27 May. 

We hope you enjoy this jam-packed Off the Shelf. 
As always, don’t hesitate to get in touch with any 
questions.

Marketing Manager (Education)
Penguin Books
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CHOOSING YOUR 
OWN
We all tell ourselves stories to interpret 
the reality of our own lives, and make it 
easier to cope with difficult truths – but 
when should these stories end? 

About five years ago my sister sent me an email titled, Photo of Dad. I 
read her message but didn’t open the attachment. Then, a few weeks 
later, she asked me what I thought of the photo. Our family didn’t have 
many pictures of my father because he was so often absent. She must 
have thought I’d like it as a memory. 

I put off replying to her for a few days and then had to face what I was 
avoiding: I opened the attachment and looked at the photo. There, 
standing in front of our rundown house with the brick fence, was my 
father on one of his rare visits. I stayed staring at the photo for a long 
time. My father must have been in his mid-forties when it was taken so I 
would have been fourteen or fifteen. 

That was when I began writing ‘For the Forest of a Bird.’

What emerged for me was an exploration of love and grief. What I 
realised as I wrote more and more was how, as a young person, I had 
always wished that things could be returned to what they had once 
been, to how they used to be ‘before everything broke apart.’ I also 
eventually realised how this desire to remain in an unchanging world, 
in a controlled world, is in fact, a denial of life itself, of being alive. 

For my character, fifteen-year-old Nella, her father is an escape from 
her mentally ill mother and her critical and overbearing brother. She 
is also genuinely close to him, as I was to my father. However, when 
he leaves the family and his life changes she finds herself caught in a 
narrative of her own making that increasingly does not match reality. 

I’ve always been very interested in how we create stories for ourselves 
and the roles these stories play in making us feel safe or warding off 
painful truths we can’t deal with at the time. As I wrote the novel, I 
came to have compassion for Nella that I never had for myself and I 
came to think that sometimes there’s a place for these stories in our 
lives, that sometimes we need them to survive.  

http://www.penguin.com.au/products/9780143571780/forest-bird


I also came to think that to stay permanently within these stories – to 
believe that a person we love will necessarily return to us or that the 
world can go back to what it once was – is not a sane or full way to 
lead one’s life. And that is why I invented Isobel, a special friend for 
Nella, who could introduce her to a way of living more fully, who could 
help Nella cultivate the courage and compassion within herself to live 
openly with reality.

I remember my earlier years as being marked by an intense friendship 
with another girl who seemed to open the world to me, who showed 
me a different way of experiencing the world and of experiencing 
myself. 

Isobel is this girl for Nella. Isobel, too, has experienced loss and, with 
this, has come to find her own truthful relationship with the past. For 
Isobel, the past is a precious thing to be honoured and connected with 
but alongside it must exist a full engagement with the present. 

Isobel takes Nella to a special tree she has planted. It’s a blueberry ash, 
a tree that typically no longer exists on Phillip Island (where this part 
of the story is set). The trees were lost when the island was cleared for 
farming and housing and so were the birds that feed from them, the 
satin bowerbird.

Some years earlier Isobel managed to find a seed and plant it and now 
the tree is fully grown and is visited by a lone satin bowerbird. Nella is 
delighted. ‘You found a way to make things exactly as they were,’ she 
says but she still doesn’t understand. ‘You can’t return to the exact 
same things,’ Isobel tells her.

It’s a difficult truth Nella has a way to go in accepting and so it was 
for me as I wrote ‘For the Forest of a Bird.’ On Phillip Island, where I 
live, I spend my summers protecting endangered beach-nesting birds. 
I find myself tempted to wish for a time before there were humans 
holidaying with their rampaging dogs or young children to disturb 
these birds, of a time when the flightless chicks could trundle across 
the sand to the water’s edge where they need to feed without a jogger 
nearly crushing them underfoot or sending them scurrying away to 
hide and possibly starve to death. It’s almost unbearable to think of a 
world without these little birds and yet that is the most likely outcome. 

I also think a lot about the other native animals around me and the 
plants as well. For me, they are a community and I am part of that 
community. I’m saddened when a new house is built and the owners 
come in and bulldoze the entire block without a thought for all the 
various lives being lived there. In a public area largely of weeds and 
dumped rubbish near my house I decided I would try to bring back the 
indigenous plants that once would have thrived there and, with them, 
some of the native animals. I’ve been at it for four years now and last 
week I was accompanied in my work by the area’s first sighted blue-
tongue lizard! 

This area is the place Isobel takes Nella to towards the end of the novel. 
It’s a forest that Isobel has nurtured back into being except, of course, 
it isn’t the exact same forest as before. It can’t be – and now Nella 
understands this. What’s more, she accepts it. ‘In between,’ she says 
‘…where there is light and dark and movement and good and bad and 
everything mixed in…’ This is how she comes to understand the space 



that encompasses both the past and the present, that does not deny 
one for the other, the space in which she says, one becomes ‘alive… 
deeply alive.’ This is the space, finally, of Nella’s reality.

‘For the Forest of a Bird’ was an experience for me of examining 
my own denial of the loss of my father in my daily life. It was, most 
importantly, an opportunity for me to look deeply at this experience 
on my adolescent self. It’s only now, years later, that I can look back 
and finally have compassion for the teenage girl I was, grieving for my 
father as an everyday presence in my life and dealing with it in the only 
way I knew. 

I hope ‘For the Forest of a Bird’ can bring some of this compassion and 
encouragement to live fully and to relish one’s own unique beauty to 
adolescents today.

Sue Saliba is the author of Alaska and Something in the World 
Called Love. Her most recent book, For the Forest of a Bird,  
is available now.

In an earlier version of Off the Shelf May 2015, a different article written by another writer 
appeared on this page in error. This has been corrected in the updated version you are now 
reading. We apologise to Sue Saliba and Off the Shelf readers for the mistake. 

http://www.penguin.com.au/contributors/5141/sue-saliba
http://www.penguin.com.au/products/9780143206118/alaska
http://www.penguin.com.au/products/9780143008613/something-world-called-love
http://www.penguin.com.au/products/9780143008613/something-world-called-love
http://www.penguin.com.au/products/9780143571780/forest-bird
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MEETJAMES 
PATTERSON

ThE world’s BEsTsEllING AUThor



In the literary world James Patterson is about 
as big as it gets: hundreds of millions of books 
sold worldwide; holder of the New York Times 
and Guinness world records for most hardcover 
fiction bestsellers; the first author to sell more 
than one million eBooks; and consistently on top 
of libraries’ most-borrowed author lists. And he’s 
won a trove of awards, collecting honours both 
for his adult thrillers and his creations for younger 
readers.

It wasn’t always this way. Patterson received 
rejection letters from dozens of publishers before 
his writing career kicked off in 1976 with his first 
novel The Thomas Berryman Number. The book 
won the Edgar Award for Best First Novel the 
following year, and is being re-issued in 2015.

Patterson used to be an advertising executive, 
and in the 20 years from 1976 he managed to 
produce several novels as a moonlighting author. 
In 1996 he retired from advertising to concentrate 
on writing full time. He’s now written or co-
written dozens of books, including the much-
loved Alex Cross and Women’s Murder Club series. 

Beyond the stunning success of his books, 
there’s much more to the picture. Patterson is a 
lifelong champion of reading and literacy, and a 
campaigner for the development of good reading 
habits in children. Inspired by his own son, who 
was a reluctant reader, Patterson has written a 
range of books specifically for young readers and 
is a founding partner of BookTrust’s Children’s 
Reading Fund in the UK. 

He’s donated millions of dollars to independent 
booksellers, schools, libraries and scholarships 
all over the world, as well as thousands of 
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books to military personnel and schools. Via 
his PageTurner Awards and ReadKiddoRead.
com initiative, Patterson recognises people who 
spread the joy of reading and helps parents find 
books their children will love. He’s even been 
known to place ads in major publications to 
promote the future health of publishing.

Today, James Patterson’s output spans books 
for adults, young adults and children, and many 
of his stories have been adapted for film and TV. 
The New York Times Magazine described him as 
a figure who has ‘transformed book publishing’, 
and the truth of this statement is beyond 
question. 

Above all, Patterson’s story is one of absolute 
commitment to and passion for reading and 
writing. In May 2015 he visits Australia to share 
this passion with his many fans, young and old.

WATCH TO LEARN THE TRUTH ABOUT DROP BEARS

https://youtu.be/TMxItm7Gfuc
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This year Our Australian Girl introduces a brand new 
character, Marly, a Vietnamese refugee who lives with her 
family in the Western suburbs of Melbourne in 1983. Marly 
was officially introduced at a book launch at Melbourne 
bookstore The Little Bookroom. The shop was kitted out with 
memorabilia of the early 1980s – Rubik’s cubes, a Twister 
game, even a mirror ball and disco curtain! Marly author  
Alice Pung was there in person, along with fellow OAG 
author Sally Rippin, who gave a wonderful speech about 
her personal memories of meeting Vietnamese refugees as a 
child. We thought it was worth reproducing here.

When I was six years old and living in Perth I came home from 
school to find two tiny children in our bath. “Muuuum!” I 
hissed, when I found her in the kitchen. “Who are those kids 
and what are they doing in our bath?”

“They’re refugees,” my mum explained, “from Vietnam. Their 
mother was killed in the war and most of their family is still 
living in refugee camps. They only have their father with them 
and they don’t know anyone in Australia.”

“Yes, but what are they doing in our bath?” I hissed, even more 
angrily. 

I spoke about this memory with my mother over the phone 
today. She explained that she had heard a call-out on the radio 
in Perth for families to take Vietnamese children out for the 
day. This was the mid-’70s, at a time where Australia seemed 
happy to take in these traumatised and broken families with 
open arms, acknowledging the terrors they had lived through 
in the Vietnam War, and offering them comfort and shelter. 

My mother, along with many other families, no doubt, would 
pick up these tiny broken children from the hostel they were 
staying at and take them out for the day, so that they could 

http://www.ouraustraliangirl.com.au/
http://www.penguin.com.au/products/9780143308492/our-australian-girl-meet-marly-book-1
http://www.penguin.com.au/contributors/8491/alice-pung
http://www.penguin.com.au/contributors/3881/sally-rippin


feel a part of our family and welcomed 
into Australian culture. She joked that 
my sisters and I complained that there 
was no room for them in the back seat 
even though they barely took up one 
seat between the two of them, they were 
so small, and we grumbled about who 
would get to sit near the window. She 
also laughed as she told me how difficult 
it had been to communicate with these 
children as they didn’t speak any English, 
and they were so awestruck and shell-
shocked that they mainly just followed 
us around, wide-eyed and mute, with 
my mother snapping occasionally at my 
sisters and I to “stop being so spoilt!”

Of course, I am embarrassed now to 
know how insensitive I had been towards 
these children and how uninterested 
I was in where they had come from 
and what they had lived through. They 
were just two more children taking 
up even more of our mother’s already 
thinly stretched attention. But I also 
feel incredibly grateful for my mother’s 
openheartedness and generosity,  
and for insisting we be the same. 

Having two strange children arrive in 
our house one day without any warning 
could possibly have been a minor 
disturbance to our otherwise very 
comfortable lives, but it was certainly 
good for us, in so many ways. It was good 
for us, even at that age, to be forced to 
recognise how extraordinarily lucky we 
were even to have a bath with running 
water, along with all the other luxuries 
we took for granted, when these children 
had nothing. 

Not everyone has the capacity to take in 
strangers with the openheartedness my 
mother was able to do, but we all have 

the capacity for openheartedness. And I 
believe another way to invite strangers 
into your lives is through reading. In fact, 
there is no other act that I am aware of 
that is as close [to] compassion as the 
act of reading: where you are drawn into 
the life of another and given the chance 
to see the world through their eyes. 

Everything Alice Pung writes has done 
this for me, from her devastatingly 
beautiful memoirs to the acerbic 
humour in her novel Laurinda. Even 
though Meet Marly is for a much younger 
audience, Alice’s readers are still given 
the opportunity to imagine what it would 
be like to arrive in Australia with nothing 
– no language, no family, no resources 
– and the strength and tenacity that it 
takes to build a life from this. Whether we 
identify with the struggles of the parents 
who are trying their very best to offer 
their children every opportunity denied 
to them, or the difficulties of surviving in 
a playground where you look different to 
everyone else and can’t speak the same 
language, Alice’s books are a true lesson 
in compassion. 

I loved reading Meet Marly as much as  
I loved reading all of Alice’s other books, 
as so much of her beautiful self shines 
through. I think Marly is a wonderful and 
important addition to the Our Australian 
Girl series and I am so thrilled to have 
been asked to launch it today. We are so 
lucky as adults to have had Alice Pung 
writing these stories that need to be told, 
now we are even luckier that we can 
offer them to our children.

http://www.penguin.com.au/products/9781863956925/laurinda
http://www.penguin.com.au/products/9780143308492/our-australian-girl-meet-marly-book-1
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A River, the new picture book from Melbourne author-
illustrator Marc Martin, is a thing of beauty that begins to 
assert its charms as soon as you pick it up. The hardcover 
boards feature intricate images and an evocative palette that 
conjure the mysterious sounds and smells of a deep jungle. 
In a time of visual overload, Martin’s ordered, colourful and 
sophisticated illustrations are like a balm to the eyes. 

The story of A River takes an imaginary journey from the city 
to the sea. The narrator guides us through the city until we 
begin to follow a tiny boat wending its way, criss-crossing the 
land past smoke stacks, fields and valleys until we reach the 
jungle. We see that all kinds of different environments and 
communities are connected by the one water course. 

WATCH TO LEARN ABOUT MARC MARTIN

http://www.penguin.com.au/products/9780670077441/river
http://www.penguin.com.au/products/9780670077441/river
https://youtu.be/_5IspU1pPyo


“It focuses on the idea of daydreams and wondering 
what lies outside our windows,” Martin says.

 “At its heart, A River is about our relationship with 
the world and how we choose to interact with it. 
We can either fear it and separate it from our lives, 
or we can be bold, embrace the unknown and trust 
our imaginations to guide us through the stormy 
weather.”

Martin used a mix of materials to get the depth 
of colour required to reflect the natural world, 
including gouache, watercolours, pencil and “a lot 
of mucking around”. “The idea for the illustrations 
came quickly, but… I probably wrote at least 30 
drafts for the text and changed a lot along the way.”

Respect for the environment is a consistent theme in 
Martin’s work, and as an adult he’s travelled widely 
and even spent time in Borneo researching some of 
the exotic animals that feature in his work. But it’s 
not something that shaped his childhood. 

“No, I didn’t have a lot to do with nature as a kid, 
but maybe that’s why it’s so important to me,” he 
says. “For me, it’s important that I explore that idea 
of how disconnected we are with nature – often 
we intentionally separate ourselves from [it] and 
talk about ‘the wilderness’ as this impenetrable 
place. Some of us live in cities, but as humans we’re 
part of the world. I think it’s important for kids to 
understand that and have an appreciation for it.”

If you imagine Martin was an artistic child, always 
surrounded by coloured pencils, churning out 
gorgeous, highly detailed drawings, think again. A 
River is his fourth picture book with Penguin, but 
he says his skill and passion for illustration came 
relatively late. “I was never a big on drawing and 
there were definitely kids in my class who were way 
better at it than me.”

Born in France in 1979, Martin came to Australia 
with his mother when he was five years old. A 
“quiet kid” and an only child, he spent many hours 
meticulously building spaceships out of LEGO with 
his friends. It was during high school that he started 
exploring photography and graphic design, realising 
he had a talent for “image-making rather than pure 
illustration.” He went on to study graphic design 
at RMIT, but after working in the industry he found 
himself frustrated by creative limitations. It was a 
personal project outside office hours that he found 
most fulfilling.

That project became his first book, A Forest. Self-
published in 2008, and re-published by Penguin 
in 2012, the picture book is a deceptively simple 
story about the environment that is both poignant 
and bold: a lush forest is gradually compromised 
by greedy industrialists who replace trees with 
buildings, only to discover that the city cannot 
survive without the forest. It’s a universal story of 
hope and a sobering reminder of what happens 
when nature is taken for granted. A Forest, which 
won the 2013 CBCA Crichton Award, is teeming with 
small, soft watercolour trees in a soothing array 
of greens, but eventually gives over to brightly-
coloured, tall geometric shapes representing ‘the 
city’. 

After A Forest, Martin spent a year “floating around 
overseas” and some time working in Paris. When 
he returned, his second self-published work, The 
Curious Explorer’s Illustrated Guide to Exotic 
Animals A-Z, was re-published by Penguin as an 
oversized hardback. The originally pocket-sized 
book lost none of its charms in the transformation. It 
is full of exotic animals and features striking, elegant 
shapes, saturated with colour. As informative as it 
is engaging, the book’s visual appeal crosses all age 
groups and a genuine sense of wonder can be found 
on every page. 

http://www.penguin.com.au/products/9780670076451/forest
http://www.penguin.com.au/products/9780670076468/curious-explorer-s-illustrated-guide-exotic-animals
http://www.penguin.com.au/products/9780670076468/curious-explorer-s-illustrated-guide-exotic-animals
http://www.penguin.com.au/products/9780670076468/curious-explorer-s-illustrated-guide-exotic-animals


For his next project, Martin “wanted to do a more 
traditional children’s book with a straightforward 
narrative, so I drew on the books I’d read as a child, 
in particular books by Miroslav Sasek.”

The result was Max,  a vibrant picture book about 
a seagull and his unlikely friendship with Bob, who 
runs the local fish and chip shop – but Max also 
touches on the inevitability of progress and change. 
The original inspiration for the book was a little 
peculiar – Martin read a newspaper article about 
a Collingwood butcher, who, rightly or wrongly, 
routinely fed a local seagull pieces of raw chicken. 

“I guess I was interested in exploring a human–
animal connection,” Martin says. “I also wanted 
it to be about an animal that people tend to 
dismiss. Most of us see seagulls as these annoying 
pests and I suppose I dislike the way we project 
certain traits onto these animals and misrepresent 
them.” Humour, warmth and messages about 
friendship and the passing of time are all beautifully 
communicated in Martin’s vivid style.

Right now, from his Melbourne studio, Martin is 
working on a range of projects – ideas for a new 
picture book, as well as Big Beautiful World, an 
upcoming app for touchscreen devices that will 
be based around his unique way of seeing and 
exploring the world. 

Some illustrators can make a good story even 
better; others establish an instant connection with 
their readers. Exceptional ones, like Martin, do both.

A River is available now.  

TAP HERE for more information on Marc Martin

TAP HERE for more information on A River
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This year my son is a new boy. He’s just started school and all 
his childcare friends are going to other schools, so on day one 
he knew nobody. It’s a relief to see him doing well. 

Childcare taught him how to operate in a group environment. 
He’s making friends and hoovering up sight words as soon 
as they’re placed in front of him. How long will it be until he 
works out that homework is a grind and not a fun activity we 
get to do together in the afternoon? At the moment sight-word 
practice is only slightly less appealing than Angry Birds on my 
phone, and I know I should treat every afternoon like that as a 
bonus.

We all take our turns at being the new people, but some new 
people have reasons to feel newer than others. For some of us 
it’s not just a new school or job – it’s a new town or country, 
and there’s a whole lot of newness as part of that package.

Being new can be lonely. You’re the only one who doesn’t 
know the rules and have to learn each one, preferably not 
by trial and error. You’ve always arrived in the middle of 
something, and the people already there don’t seem to 
remember what it was like being on the outside and knowing 
none of it.

I arrived in Australia from Northern Ireland as an eight-year-
old and started school two weeks before the end of term. 
Everything about Australia was perplexing to me, and on top 
of that I had to sit an exam about the Industrial Revolution – 
something I had never even heard about. Almost forty-three 
years later, I can still remember some of the questions. ‘What 

http://www.penguin.com.au/contributors/547/nick-earls
http://www.penguin.com.au/contributors/547/nick-earls


is a spinning jenny?’ You either know that or you don’t. There’s 
no working it out. I can remember staring at the roneoed 
question in case staring might miraculously produce an 
answer. I tried to picture a spinning jenny, but all I could come 
up with was a spinning wheel. I’ve googled it today, so finally 
I know. I could have done with Google that day. I aced Maths, 
English and Science when I walked into those exams, but I 
hated the idea of that ‘D’ sitting on my report for my Industrial 
Revolution exam.

I looked like most other people in the class – albeit a paler 
version, and one briefly forced to wear socks with my sandals – 
but I sounded different. I often couldn’t understand what was 
said to me, and almost no one understood me when I spoke. 
So I kept my mouth shut a lot of the time, and retreated to the 
library. I read a lot of books in those first few months.

I’m not the only new boy or new girl who has done that. I’m 
sure there are some doing it now. But forty-three years after 
my toughest new-boy experience, I’m a writer, so I have the 
chance to put a book into the library for those new girls and 
boys to find. A book that says someone else knows it’s not 
easy, but that you’ll get through it. I hope it’ll mean something 
to anyone who is new or who has ever felt new, and I hope 
it’ll give anyone who has never felt that way some time in 
the head of a new person, because that’s important too. In 
any classroom anywhere, a new person might turn up at any 
time and the most important people in their adjustment are 
the students already there – students who can make the first 
move to welcome them, rather than leaving the newbie on the 
fringes, feeling weird and trying to find a way in.

Of course, if I’ve done my job, the book isn’t just about that. 
New Boy isn’t just a book on a mission. It’s characters and a 
story. It’s got the anxiety and awkwardness, but it’s also got 
the survivable embarrassments and breakthrough moments 
when things are suddenly, unexpectedly great. ‘Bring a plate’? 
Who knew there was supposed to be food on it? Not my mum 
in 1972. But she got through that. We all did. And now that 
the dust has settled, it feels like one of those intense focused 
periods in life that are truly worth writing about.

CLICK HERE for more information on Nick Earls

CLICK HERE for more information on New Boy
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GET YOUR FREE COPY 
Please email Publicity@au.penguingroup.com  
using subject line: Women of the Sun



The Graeme Base Educational Suite brings an 
educational focus to the much-loved picture 
storybooks of Graeme Base. Digital activities 
enable students and teachers to delve deeply into 
the magical worlds Graeme has created as they go 
on learning journeys deep into the curriculum.

Graeme’s books have long been used by teachers 
as inspiration for classroom work across the 
curriculum. The Graeme Base Educational Suite 
draws this into focus and makes such experiences 
available to all teachers and students.

CLICK HERE FOR 
MORE INFO ABOUT 

GRAEME BASE

CLICK HERE FOR MORE INFO ABOUT  
THE GRAEME BASE EDUCATIONAL SITE

http://graemebase.com/about-graeme/
http://www.thebasefactory.com.au
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