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First words

Welcome to the summer edition of Read On magazine. 

In this issue we meet Irish author Edna O'Brien whose first novel The Country Girls was banned in Ireland. Find out about her new book Byron in love. And Sarah Waters tells us about her Booker prize shortlisted novel The Little Stranger.

Our narrator profile this time is with Gordon Griffin, described as a 'true artist of the spoken word'. He's about to narrate his 500th audio book.

And in Book box, author Michael Morpurgo, who has written over 100 books for children, tells us what inspires him. 

As usual we have plenty of reviews and recommendations to give you some great ideas for books to try this summer. And if you're a braille or giant print reader there's an invitation to browse our shelves and get advice at our Library Open Day in Stockport on 15 June. 

Here's hoping for a long, warm summer with plenty of opportunities for reading outside.

Deborah Ryan, Editor

Your services
Library Open Day - 15 June 2010


Have you ever wondered how we store all our braille and giant print books? Would you like the opportunity to browse along a library shelf to choose something that takes your fancy?

We are holding an Open Day at our Stockport site on Tuesday 15 June from 10.30am to 3pm and we'd love as many of you as possible to come along and explore our unique library collections. 

Throughout the day, we will be running tours of the Library, including our post room where staff handle 1200 volumes of braille and giant print every day. You can also drop into our 'reading surgery' where staff will be on hand to help you find that elusive book, suggest titles and authors you might enjoy and help sort out service queries and issues.

Action for Blind People will also be bringing their Sight Loss Information Service to the Open Day. This mobile resource centre will be packed with the latest aids and equipment from vibrating bank note detectors to talking microwaves and tin lids. Step on board and chat to Action's friendly and knowledgeable staff.

And if all that leaves you feeling in need of a cuppa, we will be serving tea, coffee and biscuits in our café area where you can relax with friends and meet members of the Library team.

So whether you read braille, giant print or listen to Talking Books, the Open Day is an ideal opportunity for you and your friends and family to find out more. Just turn up on the day or, even better, let us know you're coming by calling Una Regan on 0161 355 2079. We really look forward to meeting you and showing you around. 

Royal Mail deliveries


We're concerned that a number of you have recently reported difficulties in getting your braille and giant print books delivered and collected by Royal Mail. It's important to us that you get your books when you want them. With your help, we'd like to collect evidence, which we can present to Royal Mail to make them aware of the problem and the impact it has on our readers. 
If you've recently experienced recurring problems in getting or returning your books please call the Reader Services Team on 0161 406 2524 or email libraryinfo@rnib.org.uk. We'll need your name, postcode, nature of the problem and the dates it occurred. We'd also love to hear about any particularly good services which you’ve received. 

To report problems, Royal Mail can be contacted on 08457 740 740. 
Are you a musician?

If you've ever tried enlarging music, you'll know that you can end up with large spaces and big unruly sheets that fall off music stands. We've been working, with one of our transcription centres in Ivybridge, to develop a giant print collection of music scores in Modified Stave Notation (MSN). This enlarges the music more consistently and ensures the spaces are kept in proportion. It's then bound into an easily manageable booklet.

"See to Sing" is a library of the most commonly requested choral pieces. We now have this collection in 16mm MSN, the equivalent to our 24 point giant print collection. If you're not a singer then we also have pieces for drums, piano, flute and more.

If we don't have what you want don't worry, the team in Ivybridge team can transcribe pieces on an individual basis to your preferred size.

If you can’t read music but would like to learn to play an instrument then we have some audio tuition courses on CD. We have introductory courses for a range of instruments, including piano, guitar, saxophone and ukulele. These courses take you from the absolute basics, to being able to play a complete tune. 

Here are some examples of titles to whet your appetite:

For guitar; "This old Guitar" in the style of the Beatles, "Dead or Alive" in the style of Bon Jovi, and "You move me" in the style of Garth Brooks. For piano; "Moonlight sonata" by Beethoven, "Foolish games" in the style of Jewel, and "Blues and Boogie".

There is no charge to borrow audio tutorials or giant print music books from RNIB and postage is free. For further information please contact Megan Chivers on 0161 355 2064 or email megan.chivers@rnib.org.uk

Quick reads

Do you want to brush up your braille skills? Quick reads are a series of short stories by well known authors or celebrities that we have recently added to our collection. Titles include The Cave by Kate Mosse, Dragon's Den: your road to success, and The Tannery by 'loose woman' Sherrie Hewson. Stories by Gervase Phinn, Ian Rankin, Ruth Rendell and Josephine Cox are also available. 

The books have been produced in single sided, double line spaced braille with the aim of building up the confidence of those learning braille, or for anyone who just wants to brush up on their skills. 

Quick reads are available in uncontracted (grade 1) and contracted (grade 2) braille, and giant print.

For more information contact the Reader Services Team on 0161 406 2524.

Discovering giant print 

Library user Sue McDermott has recently discovered giant print. We talked to her about how it's transformed the way she reads. 

You started with talking books after you lost your sight suddenly, did it take you a while to adjust to listening to a book?

Yes, and I didn't adjust particularly well at the beginning. I had earned my living teaching English literature at a sixth form college and my reason for being as an adult was the written word. I thought I would enjoy talking books a great deal but it took me a long time to get used to them. I found that I fell asleep a lot and found it difficult to concentrate. One of my early mistakes was to order the books that I used to teach as I thought I'd enjoy having them read to me professionally but the complex sentence structure, long paragraphs and difficult plots meant that it was just too hard to concentrate and I found myself falling asleep. Gradually over the years I started to try short stories so that I had more of a sense of achievement and could follow the beginning, middle and end and that helped.

Was it frustrating to have to re-compute your brain in order to enjoy a talking book?

I found it frightening because these were books I knew back to front, that I'd set exam questions on, and initially I didn't understand why the talking book would send me to sleep. I found that the words were arriving one at a time and it was as if they were falling off a cliff. I seemed to have no recall of the plot so I could be sitting there and not remember the bit I'd just listened to. There were some novels where I never got past the first chapter before returning it in disgust. 

When did you discover giant print?

Last Christmas I discovered the Bethlehem Carol Service was available in giant print and was euphoric! The joy of having a book in my hands again that I could read was wonderful. 

The brain injury that I had following my road accident means that I can’t see in bright light - I have lenses and dark glasses and eyedrops to enable me to have some vision but I simply can't read the same material as everyone else despite trying. I find using a magnifier frustrating as well. But discovering giant print meant that I was on a level playing field, suddenly I can get the whole line just like anybody else. 

What have you enjoyed reading?

I went on to read poetry and short stories as well as Dickens. At the moment I'm reading a Roddy Doyle novel which I'm really enjoying. It's much slower than a talking book but I get the shape of a word or sentence. With talking books I found that I would get stuck on a word and my brain would fixate on that word and not move on although the book would continue playing away. But when I have the printed version in front of me I can stay on a word for as long as I want without pressing any buttons and feel much more in control. 

We'd love to hear from you about your own experience of reading more than one format. Our giant print collection in 24 point print is rapidly expanding with new books being added every month. Call our Reader Services team on 0161 406 2524 to find out more.

News to you

Change in braille terminology 

Following discussions within UKAAF (The United Kingdom Association of Accessible Formats) and RNIB, the terminology that we use for the two different types of braille has changed. In future, Grade one braille, where each letter is represented by a 'cell' of raised dots, will be referred to as uncontracted braille. Grade two braille, where common letter combinations and words are represented by a single cell of raised dots, will be known as contracted braille.
Contracted and uncontracted braille more accurately describes the difference in the two types of braille and this terminology is already in use in most other English speaking countries. 
The terms grade one and grade two imply that learning uncontracted braille is merely a stepping stone on the way to learning contracted braille. A change in terminology indicates that people can choose the kind of braille that best suits their needs

You will see for the two terms running alongside each other for a period of time uncontracted braille (grade one) and contracted braille (grade two).

If you would like to discuss the implications of the terminology change in your area of work please contact Mandy White on 01829 730089 or mandy.white@rnib.org.uk 
Make a Noise in Libraries Fortnight 1-15 June 2010 

When was the last time you visited your local library? Perhaps you have never ventured over the threshold or, if you've lost your sight in later life, you may feel there is no longer anything on offer for you.

There are nearly 5,000 public libraries in the UK, offering an array of books, music, reading groups and events. They also help distribute news and advice from local government, health services and community and voluntary organisations. However, shortfalls of funding and appropriate planning leave some libraries’ provision for people with sight loss lagging behind. 

Make a Noise in Libraries Fortnight is our annual campaign to bring public libraries and blind and partially sighted people together to improve access to books and information in your community. 

This year, MANIL will run from 1 to 15 June 2010 and libraries all over the country will be organising events and activities so it's a great opportunity to get involved and find out what your local library has to offer. You may be pleasantly surprised and by asking about what is available you will be demonstrating that there is a real need and demand for accessible library services for blind and partially sighted people. Keep up to date by visiting www.rnib.org.uk/manil
The Really Good Read

This April, RNIB are launching The Really Good Read, an exciting fundraising initiative that everyone can join in. In the first year, we are asking new and existing supporters to raise money by holding a Bring and Buy Book Sale or other reading event of their choice or to take a Book Box for a spare corner of their office.

We hope that The Really Good Read will build over the next few years and become a regular date in your diary.

But we do really need your help to spread the word. If you think you can organise a Bring and Buy Book Sale, come up with another interesting reading-related fundraising idea or encourage your employer to join in, please do get in touch.

Full details are on the RNIB website or contact the fundraising helpline on 0845 345 0054, email fundraising@rnib.org.uk  for further information.

Sight Village 13-15 July 2010

RNIB National Library Service will be exhibiting at Sight Village in Birmingham from 13-15 July 2010. Our stand will be part of a themed Reading Room with other organisations such as Calibre Audio Library, TNAUK and British Wireless for the Blind Fund.

Sight Village Birmingham is the UK's biggest exhibition of products and services for blind and partially sighted people. It's a great opportunity to find out about new equipment, gadgets and sources of help and practical support.

We will be promoting our range of books and library services to encourage blind and partially sighted people to carry on reading or perhaps discover a new hobby. In particular, we will be promoting our giant print books in 24 point type for adults. These books are proving very popular as an alternative to audio for people who still have some useful vision. 

Whether you are a Sight Village regular, or if you've never been before, if you're planning to go to Birmingham in July please come and say hello. We'd love to meet you and hear what you think of the Library service. 

Find out more about Sight Village by visiting www.qac.ac.uk/sightvillage

RNIB will also have these products on show at Sight Village:

OTT Light portable lamp 

Need a lightweight lamp that you can move around the house? This is a compact, mains-operated model, with a fold-up design and built-in handle. Priced at £29.95 (inc VAT) it's perfect for using when reading and carrying out detailed work. And it automatically switches on and off when it's opened and closed! Order code DH281 and you can also buy a handy carry case (DH211; £5.95).

Next generation Perkins brailler

This new model is 25 per cent lighter, smaller and quieter than the standard Perkins - and still produces excellent quality braille.

The machine lets you braille up to 28 cells per line on A4-sized paper and also features front panel margin guides (no more reaching around the back), paper-feed knobs that are easier to hold and turn, and an easy-erase button which allows you to delete an entire braille cell. It also has gentle touch keys that require less pressure, and the sound of the keystroke and end-of-line bell are quieter, making it more discreet to use.

Available in a choice of Midnight Blue (BM41BLUE) and Raspberry (BM41RASPBERRY). Both colours are priced £495.00 (ex VAT) and £581.63 (inc VAT).

Electronic locators

Locate items such as keys, glasses, phones and stowed luggage easily and quickly with our range of electronic locators.

Our set of two key finder locator fobs (DL84, £22.99 inc VAT) can be attached to items using the supplied keyring, plastic lanyard or double-sided sticky pads. 

We also have a single Wallet finder locator fob (DL85, £14.99 inc VAT), as well as a single Glasses finder (DL86, £14.99 inc VAT), which comes attached to a cord, allowing you to attach it to the arms of your glasses so you can hang them around your neck.

There is no need for a central base unit as all the locator fobs communicate with each other. However, you must have a minimum of two fobs for the locators to work together.

To order call RNIB on 0303 123 9999 or visit rnib.org.uk/shop

Shared reading books

These books are fantastic to share between sighted and blind readers, such as a parent and child or teacher and child, as they include braille on interleaved clear plastic sheets, so the pictures and print story can be read underneath. All titles are priced at £5.99.

Included in the range are:

· The Gruffalo by Julia Donaldson. Suggested reading age 3-6. Available in uncontracted braille (TC21278) and contracted braille (TC21279). 
· A squash and a squeeze by Julia Donaldson and Axel Scheffler. For 3-6 years. Available in uncontracted braille (TC21241).

· Aliens in underpants save the world by Claire Freedman. For 3-6 years. Available in uncontracted braille (TC21283) and contracted braille (TC21284).

· But not the hippopotamus by Sandra Boynton. For 0-3 years. Available in uncontracted braille (TC21287).

· Froggy goes to bed by Jonathan London. For 3-6 years. Available in contracted braille (TC21286).

· Hi! Fly Guy by Tedd Arnold. Suitable for 4-8 year olds. Available in uncontracted and contracted braille in one book (TC21285).
Follow the World Cup

Football's showcase event, the FIFA World Cup, kicks off on Friday 11 June. For 2010, the sporting spectacular is being staged in South Africa. Thirty-two teams are taking part - all big on passion and promising hour upon hour of top-notch football action. England's first game is on Saturday, 12 June against the USA. The Final is on Sunday, 11 July. Can Italy retain the world crown they won four years ago in Germany? You can't ignore the challenge of Brazil and Argentina. Or perhaps it might be England's year? To help you follow the World Cup, RNIB has put together a special guide, full of interesting and informative features. Available in braille (TC21292B), large print (TC21292LP), DAISY audio (TC21292DCD) and via email, priced £2.99.

To order, contact RNIB on 0303 123 9999 or email shop@rnib.org.uk
Audio described video sale

Are you still using a video player and finding it hard to stock up on films you missed seeing at the cinema or old favourites you wish were on TV more often? If so, you may be interested to know that we have slashed the prices of our audio described videos with most titles now down to £4.99 - for example, Pirates of the Caribbean (was £15.99), It's a Wonderful Life (was £12.99) or if you are a fan of the Matrix films, the Matrix Trilogy box set was £34.99 and is now just £7.99. Visit our Online Shop or call 0303 123 9999 to request a free catalogue of over 120 film titles. 

Audio description fills pauses in the dialogue with narration about body language, scenery, costumes and more - for more information visit rnib.org.uk/audiodescription

Reading matters

Book quiz - win a book of your choice 

Our regular book quiz - your chance to show us what you know about books. All correct answers will be put into a draw and the winner can choose any title available for sale from RNIB.

Before and after…can you answer these questions about prequels and sequels inspired by some famous classics?

1. What was Susan Hill's sequel to Daphne du Maurier's Rebecca called?

2. Which author wrote And Another Thing - the sixth instalment of The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy series?

3. What was the title of Alexandra Ripley's sequel to Gone With the Wind?

4. Jean Rhys wrote a prequel to Jane Eyre - what was it called?

5. Geraldine McCaughrean breathed new life into which much-loved children's character?

6. Flint and Silver by John Drake is a prequel to which classic story?

7. Who brought 007 back to life in Devil May Care?

8. To which well-known story is Wicked the prequel?

Please send your answers by Friday 2 July 2010 either by email to: libraryinfo@rnib.org.uk or by post to: Reader Services, RNIB, PO Box 173, Peterborough PE2 6WS. Don't forget to include your name and contact details. If you would prefer to give your answers over the phone please call 01733 375333. The winner and correct answers will be announced in the next issue.

Competition rules

All entries must be received by 5pm on 2 July and only one entry per person. The competition is open to RNIB National Library Service users resident in the UK. The winner will be contacted by the editor of Read On by 16 July. For the full competition rules visit our website at rnib.org.uk/readon or contact us via the details on the inside front cover.
Well done to Ian Rattray from London, who won the Closing lines quiz in the spring edition of Read On.

The correct answers were:

1. Pride and prejudice

2. 1984

3. The house at Pooh Corner

4. To kill a mocking bird

5. Gone with the wind

6. Little women

7. Catch 22 

8. The lion, the witch and the wardrobe

Author profile - Edna O'Brien

Edna O'Brien's first novel The country girls was banned in Ireland due to the full and frank portrayals of its characters. In her home village the parish priest even burned copies of her book. Undeterred by the hostility she went on to write many more novels and won numerous prestigious awards. Her most recent work is a biography of the poet Lord Byron called Byron in love. 

Why did you write about Byron?

What drew me to him were his 12 or 13 volumes of letters, journals and reflections edited by Leslie Marchand. Reading them I thought it might not be so difficult to write a book on Byron as there was all this existing material but it proved a lot harder than I thought. The brief was no more than 50,000 words but it took me 3 years to write 60,000 words.

I found riches galore as the Irish might say, there was so much in his 36 years. Everything about Byron was a paradox. He was an insider but also an outsider, he seemed rich but was always broke, he was a saint and a sinner, and he loved men and women, but also hated them. During his caddish existence at Cambridge University he said study was the least important of his interests but he was extremely well read, almost encyclopaedic.

Byron could almost be a character in one of your books because he is so full of passion.
My characters are full of danger and passion. Byron is thought to be the inspiration behind Emily Bronte's Heathcliffe. The Brontes along with many people were obsessed with Byron. He created a kind of frisson wherever he went; not just in person but his poetry, his scandalousness. He was hated as well, especially by the establishment. 

Your writings too have been loved and yet also severely rejected.
When I wrote my first book in 1960, The Country Girls, Ireland was a very rigid and enclosed environment. My books were thought to be scandalous and sacrilegious and a "smear on Irish womanhood". I love writers that break the rules.

Byron, with all his complexities, broke barriers wherever he went. He was famous for the scandal he created wherever he set foot but any rockstar or footballer can do that. Byron's real fame, more importantly, was for the power of his mind and intellect.

Are you a very disciplined and methodical writer?
I would say so yes. I'm always writing and I work every day. Since finishing Byron in Love I've just handed the publisher a collection of short stories called the Shovel Kings. The title story is about the young Irish labourers in the 1960s who came to London and elsewhere to dig for the laying of the cables. The first or second book isn't the hardest, it gets harder as you go on.

What do you think about the challenges our readers may face?
Not to be able to read must be the most awful thing. That is why books read aloud or in braille are essential. I never went to university but reading great books, great poetry and great drama is the greatest education. 

Only around 5 per cent of books published ever make it into accessible formats. Is that something that bothers you?

It's a great omission. If people can't read print then to have Talking Books is an answer, secondly even if you can we all hopefully have the childhood longing to be read to so Talking Books are for everyone. People are so busy now and restless they say they don't have time to read but it's great they can have talking books. Let us hope that it won't be 5 per cent, it will be 95 per cent.
A selection of books by Edna O'Brien available from the Library:
· The country girls (braille 4v, TB 4736). 

· Down by the river (braille 5v, TB 11089) 

· A fanatic heart and other stories (braille 8v, TB 5856)
· The high road (braille 4v, TB 7460)
· The love object (TB 1200)
If you are interested in the mad, bad and dangerous to know Lord Byron:

· Byron: a portrait by Leslie Marchand (braille 11v)

· The letters of Lord Byron (TB 12399 )

Byron and Shelley: the history of a friendship by John Buxton (braille 6v, TB 508)

Narrator profile - Gordon Griffin

Gordon Griffin has narrated 500 audio books for a range of audio book publishers and RNIB's Talking Book Service. He has been described as a 'true artist of the spoken word'. We discovered why he enjoys it so much. 

Tell us how you came to be reading books for RNIB?
I started as an actor. When I trained in the 1960s a career narrating audio books, which is more or less what I have now, would not have been possible as there was no such industry. I did a lot of television and theatre, but the stepping stone that led me to talking books was radio. Of course with radio it doesn't matter what you look like, it's what you sound like that's important and you can be anything as long as the person listening believes it. So as a 23-year-old I was cast as a 16-year-old in the BBC radio drama Mrs Dales Diary and also played a teenage Romeo when I was 34.

You're about to record your 500th book - is this a record?

I understand that nobody's recorded more in Europe. There's one man in America in his 70s who has done more. I do find it extraordinary. Somebody once said to me that I should write down what I've done so I've listed all the titles I've recorded on my website at www.gordongriffin.com

Do you have a favourite book that you've recorded?

I really identified with Oxygen by Andrew Miller which I recorded for Clipper audio books. It got great reviews and I won some awards. Sue Arnold said in The Guardian that she'd never heard a combination of voice and narrative that worked so well. I'm very lucky as I tend to get to record good books. 
You've read a great variety of books. The last book you recorded for RNIB was Bobby Robson's autobiography and you're now working on Crash by JG Ballard.

Yes, coming from the north east Bobby Robson is a bit of a god so I was delighted to record his autobiography. And I also jumped at the chance to record Crash because it was an incredibly controversial book when it was first published in 1973. The reviewers described it as disgusting and pornographic and the film of it was banned. It's a difficult book, very bleak and nightmarish but JG Ballard regarded it as his most important work so I'm pleased to be reading it.

How do you prepare a book for narration?

I believe that preparation is absolutely crucial and I can spend weeks on it. I do all my own research as far as pronunciation and language and anything that needs to be checked - this may involve research with native speakers or going onto You Tube - but it's vital so that when I turn to that first page I know exactly what I'm doing. The question I'm most commonly asked is whether I read the book first and I say, well yes of course I read it first, and second and a third time before recording it.

Do you enter the skin of each of the characters?

Yes, I do. I think that's one of the great things about being in a recording booth with no audience - you are able to concentrate utterly on the book. I tend to get incredibly involved in the story, so much so that if the producer intervenes to ask me something I jump out of my skin! If there are very moving or emotional passages there can be tears streaming down my face, which just wouldn't happen if I were reading it to myself. There's something about the concentrated atmosphere with no distractions that makes the emotions more intense.

What are your favourite books?

I love the fact that someone else decides what I'm going to record. It means that a lot of what I read is not necessarily what I would choose to buy. I don't get a chance to read many books that aren't for work. One of my favourite books, which I didn’t actually record, is Captain Corelli's Mandolin - a wonderfully moving and funny book. Of the ones I have recorded (but not for RNIB), I love Winter in Madrid by CJ Sansom. 

Books narrated by Gordon available from the Library:

· Farewell but not goodbye by Bobby Robson (TB 16851)

· My trade by Andrew Marr (TB 16112)
· A moment of madness by Hilary Bonner (TB 13841)

· The secret servant by Gavin Lyall (TB 13856)

· Crash by JG Ballard (TB coming soon)

Booker bonanza

Continuing our celebration of 2009 Man Booker Prize shortlisted authors, Sarah Waters spoke to Robert Kirkwood from Insight Radio about her gothic ghost story The Little Stranger (braille 9v, giant print 6v, TB 16895). 

Tell us about The Little Stranger.
It's a kind of ghost story set in the 1940s. Most of the action takes place at a large crumbling house called Hundreds Hall. It's narrated by country doctor, Dr Faraday who befriends the Ayres family who are living at the house. As their friendship develops, strange and increasingly frightening things start to happen.

Is Hundreds Hall based on a real place?

I used details from different houses and brought them together and invented other things I felt were right for that house. I've got a very strong visual image of it.

This is your second book set in the 1940s but you are better known for your Victorian era novels, are you moving eras?

I loved writing those first three novels with their Victorian setting.

I felt very home in the 19th century but when I finished Fingersmith I thought I might be getting stuck in a rut, so it seemed like a good point to start something new. I moved to the 1940s for my last book The Night Watch. Having finished that I found I was still interested in the post war period. I might go a little earlier to the inter-war years next.

The Night Watchman and your Victorian novellas all have lesbian characters, while this book doesn't, another departure for you?
Yes it is. I've become known as a lesbian writer but I felt early on that this wouldn't be a lesbian novel. Writing is about getting to know your characters, figuring out their stories - my experience of writing this book wasn't that different from writing any of the others.

This story is rather spooky with poltergeists. Did you enjoy writing it?

I loved it. I've always been drawn to the gothic. As a kid I read ghost and horror stories and watched spooky films. With The little stranger I've tried to do a story that was creepy but had an intellectual agenda as well. It was a real challenge - I enjoyed writing the scenes where I was hoping to scare my readers.

This is the only book of yours with a male narrator. Did it feel strange?

Just because my other narrators have been female doesn't mean that they are like me. You still have to do the imaginative work, so Dr Faraday's maleness is just another facet of his personality that I had to work out.

Do you think you may write a contemporary novel?

Yes, maybe. It has been the past that has inspired me but I'm also interested in stories and storytelling so it may be that a story springs to mind that needs a contemporary setting or I might decide that to do something quite different. But probably not for my next book.

Have you ever written a blind character?

I haven't. There is a character in The little stranger called Roderick. He's an injured airman and I did think about making him blind but it’s a novel in which the Ayre's family all meet rather gloomy ends and didn't want to bring in a blind character where I felt I was exploiting his blindness. We take our sight for granted so it would be interesting to really think about the reality of living without your sight.

RNIB is currently running a campaign asking people what they would miss the most if they lost their sight. What do you think you would miss the most?
I live in London and love walking through the City, observing the people and thinking about their stories. I think losing my sight would take away the opportunity to do that, which would be a huge blow to me.

Other titles available by Sarah Waters:

· Affinity (TB 16928)

· Fingersmith (braille 8v, TB 12892)

· The Nightwatch (braille 9v, giant print 6v, TB 14772)

· Tipping the velvet (braille 6v, TB 14976)

Listen to RNIB's Insight Radio online at www.insightradio.co.uk on Sky channel 0188 and on 101 FM in Glasgow.

Reader to reader

Book review

June Bowden reviews The Cuckoo Pen by Fred Archer (TB 12749).
This well written and insightful book gives the reader a real flavour of village life between the two world wars. 
Funny, moving and full of characters with whom the reader can identify, as real even in these mechanised modern times, it is a gripping read and packed full of historical fact which isn't presented in a dreary and boring way as so often I remember it at school.

I spent some of my childhood in villages when on holiday and this made this book all the more enjoyable to me. Born in the fifties as I was, I also remember some of the features of village life - Outside privvies and the making of home made jams (no I was not that forward and didn't make them myself) but even for those who didn't live then, this book would make an intriguing read and I have recommended it to younger blind people who only know the world of computers; mobile phones and ever-present musak.

What's on our bedside table?

Rob Manchester works with the reader services team based in Stockport and recently read The Rats by James Herbert

(braille 3v; TB 14110).
"For millions of years man and rats had been natural enemies. But now for the first time - suddenly, shockingly, horribly - the balance of power had shifted and the rats began to prey on the human population. "

James Herbert has written some good horror reads down the years such as The Fog, but here I feel he outdoes himself. It's a story of a super race of rats and the deadly consequences of their bite. I love the fact that this is a horror story that could so easily be true, there is nothing like close to real life to get the blood running and this book has lots of it.

If had to make any criticism of this book it would be that it is rather short. I feel James Herbert could have stretched the horror and drama out a lot more, but if you looking for a quick read that, despite being published in 1974, is still very modern then this is a book for you. Be warned you will never look at a grid the same way again.

Some of the many other titles by James Herbert available from the Library:
· Lair (braille 5v, TB14123)

· Domain (braille 10v, TB 14097) 

· 48 (braille 7v, TB 11409)

· Creed (braille 7v, TB 9291)

· The ghosts of Sleath (braille 8v, TB 10549)

· Haunted (braille 4v, TB 7417)

· Nobody True (braille 5v, TB 13440)

· Other braille (braille 10v, TB13669)

· Portent (braille 8v, TB 9727)

· The secret of Crickley Hall (braille 8v, giant print 6v, TB 14834)
Evergreen 
City breaks 

If you're going to be at home this summer, here are some book recommendations to take you to some glamorous cities.

Amsterdam

by Ian McEwan (braille 3v; TB 11697)

When two old friends meet at the funeral of their former lover, they make a pact that will have consequences neither has foreseen, testing their friendship to its limits. 1998 Booker Prizewinner. Contains strong language.

Washington, D C

by Gore Vidal (TB 326).

The ruthless climb to success of a young American in the political scene of 1937-1952.

Our man in Havana

by Graham Greene (braille 4v; TB 6326)

Vacuum Cleaner salesman, Wormold becomes MI6's man in Havana. To keep the job, he pretends to recruit sub-agents and sends fake stories. Then they start coming true and Havana becomes a threatening place.

Death in Venice

by Thomas Mann (braille 1v) 

A dying composer, Ashenbach, becomes fixated by the young boy, Tadzio.

The London embassy 

by Paul Theroux (braille 4v; TB 4533).

A forty-year old diplomat, newly appointed to the American Embassy in London views the city and its citizens, with a foreigner's penetrating eye.

The Prague orgy

by Philip Roth (braille 1v; TB 6170)

American novelist, Nathan Zuckerman, travels to Soviet-occupied Prague in the mid-1970s in search of the unpublished manuscript of a martyred Yiddish writer. The deal he strikes with the writer's wife is to bring home many lessons for him - including the unforeseen consequences of art. 
Fear and loathing in Las Vegas 

by Hunter S Thompson (braille 3v; TB 11134).

On assignment from a sports magazine to cover a free-for-all biker's race in the heart of the Nevada desert, the drugged up narrator stumbles through Vegas in hallucinatory hopes of finding the American dream. 

Take a world tour through another's life experience. 

Baghdad Blog

by Salam Pax (braille 3v)

This 29 year old Iraqi found a worldwide audience of millions who logged onto his internet diary each day to find out what was really going on as the 2003 invasion loomed and his country spiralled into chaos.

Down and out in Paris and London

by George Orwell (braille 4v; TB 15491).

George Orwell's account of his life in a series of ill-paid jobs in Paris and London in the 1930s and the characters he met in that twilight world of poverty. 
The man from Moscow: the story of Wynne and Penkovsky

by Greville Wynne (TB 353).

The real life adventure story of the famous British agent who was arrested in Budapest while trying to rescue another agent, and an account of his trial and experiences in a Russian jail.

Reading Lolita in Tehran

by Azar Nafisi (braille 7v; TB 15691)

In Iran in the late 90's, Azar Nafisi and seven young women gathered at her house every Thursday to discuss forbidden works of Western literature. They soon began to open up, not only about the novels they were reading but also their own dreams and disappointments. 
Discover something different

Historical fiction
Historical fiction is a great way to experience the past. It’s fascinating and you learn from it - what more could you ask from a book?

Prehistoric Europe

Clan of the Cave Bear by Jean Auel (TB 7772, braille 14v)

Ayla is adopted by a group of Neanderthals 25,000 years ago. At first she inspires surprise, then wariness and finally acceptance by the clan. Ayla is cared for by the medicine woman, but makes an enemy of the group's leader, who will do anything to destroy her.

Ancient Egypt

Ramses: the son of light by Christian Jacq (TB 12628)

Ramses II, the most famous of the pharaohs, who reigned for sixty years, is just fourteen years old. His worshipped father, Seti, has built up the most powerful empire in the world. But who will succeed him? Should it be the calculating eldest son, Shaanar, or the passionate Ramses?

Ancient Rome

Antony and Cleopatra by Colleen McCullough (TB 16043. Also available for sale in DAISY, priced at £7.99, order number 801206).

Passion, politics, love and death rule. To achieve world power for her son, Cleopatra must seduce and hold in thrall either Caesar's nephew Octavian or legendary lover Mark Antony. 
Welsh Border, 1137

A Morbid Taste For Bones by Ellis Peters (TB 3210, braille 4v)

Brother Cadfael is sent to a remote Welsh village to recover the bones of a saint for his Monastery. He encounters murder and poisoning before he can fulfil his mission.

Scotland, 1547

The Game of Kings by Dorothy Dunnett (TB 15560, braille 9v

Francis Crawford of Lymond, formidable outlaw and rebel, is in Edinburgh again. From his headlong arrival he shows himself to be a fresh and unpredictable player in a Scotland of political violence and intrigue, which is also the heartland of his long-estranged kinsfolk. His future depends on tracing three men - but there are others determined to stop him.

Elizabethan England

Young Bess by Margaret Irwin (TB 1251, Moon 7v)

The turbulent life of the young Elizabeth from the age of 12 until the death of her brother Edward brings her nearer the throne to which she is finally to succeed.

Feudal Japan, 1600s

Shōgun by James Clavell (TB 3098, braille 17v)

Japan in the year 1600 is a nation seething with violence and intrigue. This is the saga of Pilot-Major John Blackthorne, and his integration into the struggles and strife of feudal Japan. Starting with his shipwreck, the novel charts Blackthorne's rise from the status of reviled foreigner up to the heights of trusted advisor and eventually, Samurai.

American Frontier

The All-true Travels and Adventures of Lidie Newton by Jane Smiley (TB 11736)

Lidie Newton joins the pioneering westward migration in mid 19th century America. Lidie and her companions discover that their new land proves harsher, more violent and more disorientating than imagined. Lidie also finds herself caught in the middle of two great American forces, which eventually ends in the American civil war.

Regency romance

Beauvallet by Georgette Heyer (TB 15742, braille 4v)

When Nicholas Beauvallet captures a Spanish Galleon, he finds the lovely Dona Domenica aboard. After returning to Spanish shores he determines to make her his bride - even if he must land in enemy territory!

First World War

A Long Long Way by Sebastian Barry (TB 14367, braille)

This book looks at the ups and downs of War. It evokes the camaraderie and humour of Willie and his regiment, the Royal Dublin Fusiliers, but also conveys the horror and doubt they experienced through the course of the war. The narrative also explores the events of the Easter Rising, and how such a seminal political moment affected those off fighting for the King of England on foreign fields.

Colonial India

The Far Pavillions by M M Kaye (TB 5187, braille 27v)

The far pavilions are the snow-capped peaks of the Himalayas. These mountains, as well as the people and customs of India, form an integral part of this story of romance and adventure spanning a quarter of a century. Ash, born shortly before the Mutiny, is raised as an Indian. Later he is sent to England to be educated. Many problems face him when he returns to play his part as a "Sahib".

Second World War

Suite Francaise by Irene Nemirovsky 

(TB 15426, braille 5v, giant print)

Set during a year that begins with France's fall to the Nazis in June 1940 and ends with Germany turning its attention to Russia, "Suite Francaise" falls into two parts. The first is a depiction of a group of Parisians as they flee the Nazi invasion and make their way through the chaos of France; the second follows the inhabitants of a small rural community under occupation who find themselves thrown together in ways they never expected.

Nella Last's War: The Second World War Diaries of Housewife, 49, edited by Richard Broad and Suzie Fleming. (TB 16772. Also available for sale in DAISY priced at £8.99, order number 801771).
In September 1939, housewife and mother Nella Last began writing each day for the "Mass Observation" project. Nella, a middle-aged housewife from the bombed town of Barrow, showed what people really felt during this time. 

African American Saga

Roots by Alex Haley (TB 3863, braille 13v)

In 1767, at the age of 16, Kunta Kinte was abducted from West Africa and sold to a Virginian planter. This is the story of his life and that of the six generations who came after him.

Book box - for children and young people

Books to chill out with

Long summer evenings are perfect for catching up with some light reads and old favourites that you can turn to when you need a bit of quality 'you' time. Why not chill out in the garden or on the balcony with a nice cold drink and a good book? Bliss!

Winnie the Pooh by AA Milne (uncontracted braille 2v, contracted braille 1v, giant print 1v) is still much-loved by children everywhere. Why not embark on adventures in the hundred acre wood yourself with the 'bear of very little brain' and his friends? We have something about Pooh Bear in all formats. 

Milly-Molly-Mandy stories tell of rural village life from the perspective of a small girl. These books by Joyce Lankester Brisley evoke summer days full of fun (giant print 1v. Other titles in this series are also available in other formats).

The family from One End Street (braille 3v, giant print 1v, TB 3373) by Eve Garnett is a novel about a working class family in the 1930s. It's packed with charm and humour as the seven children have adventures that will appeal to everyone.

Richmal Crompton's Just William stories are as popular today as ever. William Brown is a scruffy 11-year-old boy who is forever getting into scrapes with his friends, 'the Outlaws' as they call themselves. These are very funny books with that nostalgic comfort factor (braille 3v, TB 3112. Other titles in this series are also available.)

Moving on to classic chill-out books for older readers, why not take a trip to some scenic countryside and share some Cider with Rosie (braille 2v, giant print 2v, TB 1241). In this true-life memoir by Laurie Lee, we are taken to the author's childhood in a gorgeous village in the Cotswolds, at a time before cars and electricity. 

A book with a similar take on things, though this time fiction, is Dodie Smith's I capture the castle (braille 7v, giant print 3v), a quirky diary written by 17-year-old Cassandra from her home which is literally a castle. Set in the 1930s, the romantic storyline is not unlike Pride and Prejudice. The countryside in the novel is brought to life and the book is a good choice for balmy summer days.

Another nostalgic novel is Noel Streatfeild's The ballet shoes (braille 3v, giant print 2v, TB 15621), also set in the 1930s. It's about three adopted sisters who train for the ballet and the stage. The sisters are all very different and you will feel as though you know them well by the end of the book. One reader said it was, "My all time favourite book, comfort reading at its best, better than a bar of chocolate any day". You can't get much higher praise than that!
We have many more books in stock that you might like to unwind with. So why not take the opportunity to put your feet up, enjoy any sun that we do get and borrow some books that will refresh your spirit. May the summer be warm and long!

Carnegie shadowing

We will be making the titles on this year's Carnegie shortlist available in braille, DAISY, and giant print so that young people can once again participate in the popular Carnegie shadowing scheme.

Carnegie shadowing gives those taking part the opportunity to read and share their opinion on each of the nominated books before the winner is announced in June.

Last year over thirty high schools opted to receive the titles in accessible format and we hope for an even greater response this time. The shortlisted titles are available now. 

Summer Reading Challenge

This year's Summer Reading Challenge invites children from all over the UK to go to their public library during the school holidays to take part in the Space Hop. Every time you read two books of your choice you'll help the Space Hop team on their way!  You will be given posters, stickers and other goodies when you have read all six titles and completed the challenge.

For the second year running Summer Reading Challenge packs containing enlarged print and braille are available. Please ask at your local library for further details. It promises to be a great deal of fun!

Summer Reading Challenge is the largest UK promotion for children and is organised by the Reading Agency. 

A space related booklist is available from the RNIB Children's Librarians.

For information on any of the activities we've mentioned or more reading ideas please contact the Children's Librarians on 0161 355 2061 or email childrenslibrarian@rnib.org.uk

An interview with author Michael Morpurgo

Michael Morpurgo has written over 100 books for children. Clare Carson met him at Cheltenham Literature Festival where he was signing copies of his book The Best of Times.  
What inspired you to write your latest book?

I wanted to write a story that tackled something quite serious while also being a fairy tale. So I wrote about a prince and princess who fall in love and get married but after about a year or so the princess starts to feel very sad, she doesn't want to dance, sing or eat, and whatever the prince does he cannot cheer her up. It’s the whole story about her decline and his despair. It's about depression and how you can emerge from it.

You've taken a real issue and woven it into a story, is that how you get the inspiration to write a story?

I don't have good imagination and can't invent out of nothing like great fantasy authors such as JK Rowling. I can elaborate on something I've experienced but I try to tell stories because they are a great way to communicate our feelings. It's the way I deal with life, stories are the way in which I can explain to myself how I feel about things. It's all based on memories of my childhood and being a father, my travels and meeting people. I have my eyes, ears and heart open. A writer has to drink in the world.

I understand you spend a long time thinking about a story then write it down all in one go?

I don't think of myself as a writer - I'm a storyteller. I try not to let the process of writing get in the way of the story and the reader. I try to let the pencil flow with as little hesitation as possible so I can tell the story as I'm living and feeling it. 

How would you encourage children to write?

When you tell a story tell it because it's important to you. Before that though you need to keep your eyes and ears open, listening to what people say. Keep your mind alert. 

I try to write every day, even if it's just two or three lines, so I can remember things. It also gets you into the habit of writing as you speak. 

Write it as you would tell it - don't worry about handwriting or spelling or punctuation you can always fix those later. Get it down on paper then you can improve it over time. Lastly, it should be fun!

Your books are very accessible to blind and partially sighted people. Is that a conscious decision?

My stepfather was blind for the last 25 years of his life and he used to receive great big cassettes through the door every week. He was always listening to a book. It did occur to me very early on that it was important that blind people and people with reading difficulties had as much access as possible to stories as everyone else.

Books by Michael Morpurgo:

Longer novels from former Children's Laureate Michael Morpurgo are always a treat, and Private Peaceful is no exception. Tragic, surprising and engaging in equal measures, this novel charts both the childhood of young Thomas Peaceful in the early years of the 20th century, and his eventual underage enlistment in the British army to help fight the First World War. Available in DAISY, priced at £5.99, order number 800278.

The war theme continues with The Amazing Story of Adolphus Tips set in early 1944 and focusing on the evacuation of several south coast villages to make way for American troops as they practice for the D-Day landings. Twelve-year-old Lily and her family, along with 3,000 other villagers, are told to move out of their homes - lock, stock and barrel. But Tips, Lily's adored cat, has other ideas - barbed wire and keep-out signs mean nothing to her. Lily decides to cross into the danger zone to look for Tips herself. Available in DAISY, priced at £5.99, order number 800077.

Also available:

· The butterfly lion (braille 1v, giant print 1v and TB 17050)
· Born to run (braille 2v, giant print 1v and TB 16625)
· War Horse (braille 3v, giant print 1v and TB 16132)
· The sleeping sword (braille 1v, giant print 1v and TB 15371)
· Kensuke's Kingdom (braille 2v, giant print 1v and TB 12349).
Reader review

We were delighted to receive this review from Megan, a student at New College, Worcester:

How I live now by Meg Rosoff

(braille 2v, giant print 1v, TB 14159)
When Daisy visits her English cousins, her life is changed forever. A world war breaks out, and Daisy and her cousins must survive among death, destruction and the loss of the things they love. They are separated, and they endeavour to find each other again and begin a perilous journey across the war-torn English countryside. Although they must avoid death and battle with the harsh conditions in which they now find themselves, they do not give up hope. But can they ever be reunited, and can things ever be the same again for Daisy?

This book is a perfect blend of the past, present and the future. Although it seems to describe one of the past world wars, many of the issues Daisy and her cousins face are problems of the current society. Because this moving story is told from Daisy's point of view, her down-to-earth teenage voice adds a sense of realism to the novel which makes the war seem all too real to the reader.

Like most of Meg Rosoff's novels, this book is written for a teenage audience. Therefore I would recommend How I live now to teenagers who not only love to embark on an adventure with the characters of a book, but also to explore their emotions and feelings. If you like a thought-provoking ending, then How I live now is a must-read for you!
Behind the scenes

Ian Turner, National Library Development Manager

It's 75 years since RNIB's much-loved Talking Book Service began. We caught up with Ian Turner, who has worked for RNIB for 43 years and is now National Library Development Manager.

What does your role at RNIB involve?

I'm now National Library Development Manager and work in the fundraising department. My role is to develop new strands of fundraising and try to make sure we get as much money as possible to keep the Service going. I give presentations about the Service all around the country, which I love. I've developed a real affinity with Library customers and my long history with the Talking Book Service enables me to help our fundraising teams make the most of their appeals. I started as a recording junior and worked my way up to become Talking Book Studio Manager for 18 years or so.

What led you to the world of sound?

My father was a photographer and one day he brought a tape recorder home and from that moment on I loved sound. I love speech more than anything else.

You must have seen a lot of books go through the Studio and met some interesting people?

Yes, hundreds and hundreds of books. And some wonderful people - Michael Palin is probably one of my favourites. I invited him to the Studio to record Around the world in 80 days, his first travel book. I've also met Roald Dahl, Terry Waite, Joss Ackland, Terence Stamp and Joanna Lumley amongst many others. They've all been wonderful to work with and they’ve all done their recordings for nothing. 

Do you get sense of satisfaction from your work?

I really do. I do a lot of talks to customers and meeting them is a real joy for me. They often come up to say thank you for the Talking books - it's fantastic. We have some of the best narrators in the world working for us and that makes me very proud. They are just like friends to the people who listen to the book and we often get people asking for a particular narrator.

The Talking Book Service costs a whopping £6 million a year to run and is heavily subsidised by RNIB. Where does that funding come from?
The £6 million is just to keep the Service running, it doesn't fund any development at all. We receive around £3 million in subscriptions which means RNIB has to find the remaining £3 million through fundraising as we get no government help at all. We have company sponsorships, rotary clubs, trusts, donors and individuals who give us anything from £5 to £500,000. People can sponsor an individual book and legacies play a major part in raising the funds we need. It's hard work to raise this money but hugely satisfying.

How do you see the Service developing in the future?

I hope Talking books will go on and on. The DAISY format has been an amazing success for us and I can see that moving on and improving all the time. 

In the longer term I can see synthetic speech becoming more popular. Twenty years ago it was atrocious but now it's really very good. It can never take the place of a human voice, you'll never get emotion from synthetic speech but it is good for particular types of book.

Ebooks are transforming the market. One day perhaps people will be able to walk into a shop and buy a chip which they load into their reader and choose giant print or audio to read it. It will mean that many more of the 100,000 books published each year will be made available to blind and partially sighted people in the future.

RNIB National Library Service

Discover a world of reading and information - all from one library

RNIB National Library Service is the largest specialist library in the Uk for readers with sight loss. Our aim is to provide a first-class library service to help readers choose titles, find new books and share their enjoyment of reading with others. 

We books in the following formats:
· DAISY audio CD (unabridged Talking Books)

· Braille

· Giant print (24 point)

· Online reference material

It's easy to join. Contact us for a library application pack, call us on 0303 123 9999 or email library@rnib.org.uk
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