TEACHERS NOTES

LIGHTNING JACK – Glenda Millard, Patricia Mullins 
Synopsis

Lightning Jack is a 32-page picture book that will be appreciated by readers at many levels, aged from 4 to 10+ and adults.
Sam Tully leans on a fence, watching wild horses – or brumbies – race past. The text tells us it is a ‘muster’ and that it is ‘in the park’, but no other humans are present and the background does not help us to locate the scene more precisely.  Sam might be 10 or so; maybe he is younger. He is fascinated by one horse that stands out from the rest: a black horse with a lightning blaze on his head. This horse is called Lightning Jack.

The horse seems to be daring Sam to ride him, and, kitted out with a stockman’s gear, Sam takes the challenge. They pursue a mob of steers down the mountainside, and a grazier is so astonished at Sam’s skill that he offers to trade for or buy the horse. But as Lightning Jack flies through the air like the legendary winged horse Pegasus, Sam cries out that the horse is not his to sell. 

Lightning Jack descends from the clouds onto the drought stricken plains below like life-giving rain. At Deadman’s Leap, Lightning Jack and Sam are bailed up by the outlaw Ned Kelly, who offers Sam a bag of gold for his horse, so he can make his getaway. But Lightning Jack leaps across the perilous gorge below with ease and lands in an idyllic location that could almost be horse heaven.  There are lush paddocks, a watercourse and rose petals – and at the centre of the scene is Australia’s most famous racehorse, Phar Lap.
Sam finds himself wearing a jockey’s silks and riding Lightning Jack in a race – against the ghost of Phar Lap. But a gentle voice calls to Sam and at this point the reader understands the opening of the story more clearly. Sam is being called ‘back’ – to a familiar urban world that is far less pleasant.  The only magical feature of this world is a merry-go-round, and Lightning Jack is one of the wooden horses on it. The story has been an exhilarating dream. Sam has been riding this wooden horse, and it’s time now to leave his imagined world and return temporarily to his everyday world at home.
But the separation is only temporary.  As Sam drifts off to sleep and immediately into the realm of dreams, he hears the hooves of the midnight horse once again: Lightning Jack. 

Themes

The youngest readers, looking over the shoulder of an adult carer or an older brother or sister, will love the galloping rhythm of Lightning Jack when it is read aloud, and they will love the complex textures and colours in Patricia Mullins’s high energy pictures. 
But older readers will explore the narrative more deeply and for them this is a story about the reality of dreams and the imagination. Readers who are older still will enjoy the intertextuality of Lightning Jack, as famous horse characters from legend and history keep appearing, and the text echoes lines from famous poems about daring rides on horseback. It’s as if there is one child and one horse and both are immortal and appear at different places and different times, to keep the story of freedom and the imagination constantly alive. 
The Writer
Author of novels for both younger and older readers, including the Kingdom of Silk series that begins with The Naming of Tishkin Silk, and of picture books such as Applesauce and the Christmas Miracle, Glenda Millard is one of Australia’s best loved writers. She has won the Queensland Premier’s Literary Award for Layla, Queen of Hearts, the CBCA Book of the Year Award for Younger Readers for Perry Angel’s Suitcase and A Small Free Kiss in the Dark was made an Honour Book by IBBY, the International Board on Books for Young People. Glenda lives in central Victoria.
The Illustrator
Patricia Mullins uses tissue paper collage with the freedom and precision of paint and ink. Her award-winning books, including Shoes from Grandpa and Hattie and the Fox (both written by Mem Fox), Crocodile Beat (with Gail Jorgensen) and Dinosaur Encore, are known and loved around the world. In1998 Patricia established a company called Equus Art, www.equusart.com, that specialises in the restoration of carousel horses and rocking horses, and she has restored two major Australian merry-go-rounds: at Luna Park and Melbourne Zoo. 
Glenda Millard says

While I was working at Centrelink, I discovered that the father of another employee had been one of my high school teachers. When I learnt that this man was no longer teaching but restoring old carousels, my curiosity was piqued and I arranged to visit him.

Soon after that, I spent a wonderful day learning about the laborious process of restoring carousels: from the careful research, stripping back the horses to identify original paint colours, ordering genuine horse-hair mane and tail replacements, to repairing or having new parts carved for the sometimes badly damaged animals. 

The experience of seeing the dismantled carousel, the horses in various stages of disrepair lying around the shed and the transformation into beautifully restored ones, was poignant. I recalled my childhood visits to Luna Park in Melbourne and the magic of riding the carousel there: the lights, the music, the blur of colour, the sea of watching faces, the call of the ticket-seller, ‘Step right up, step right up…’.

There in the shed, I felt the pull of my imagination, just as I had so long ago when I sat on a wooden horse that became flesh and blood beneath me and took me to places far beyond the confines of the amusement park. I wanted to share that experience with others and resolved to try to put it into words.

First I wrote a novel, A Small Free Kiss in the Dark, set partly at Luna Park, with the carousel an integral element of the story. In this story the carousel could be seen as a refuge or a longed-for but lost childhood, and at times as an escape from a difficult, threatening environment. But on completing this novel, I still hadn’t entirely got carousel out of my system. I wanted to write about the pure magic that is carousel, the ability a carousel has to transport us to other places, other existences, the way it can inspire us to become other than we actually are and the freedom and sheer joy it stimulates. 

So Lightning Jack came to be.

I wrote in rhyming verse because it seemed to be the obvious way to create a sense of movement, which I think is essential to this story. 

Writing a picture book, whether it rhymes or not, always seems to me to be akin to writing poetry. I love the challenge of saying as much as I can with as few words as possible. It is a paradox that writing picture books gives so much freedom of expression, since in other ways the process could be seen as restrictive. The restraint is in telling the story with a minimum of words and yet the freedom is in using only the words that are most appropriate. 

In most cases when I write a picture book, changes can be made to the text right up until the moment when the book goes to the printers. But due to the nature of the illustrations for Lightning Jack, it was important that as far as possible, the text was not altered after the illustrator, Patricia Mullins, began her work. Painted illustrations can sometimes be altered to suit changes in the text. But alterations to the torn tissue paper collage used by Patricia to illustrate Lightning Jack would have been extremely difficult and time consuming, if not impossible. So it was important that Patricia, the editor and I all agreed on any textual changes before the illustration process started.

I am still amazed when I look at the minute detail of Patricia’s beautiful illustrations, to know that they are all constructed of torn tissue paper collage. 

Another point of interest is that in 1999-2000, when Patricia led the small team who restored the carousel at Luna Park, it was the same one I used to ride as a child. 

Patricia Mullins says
The fine work in tissue paper collage does get a bit crazy, and even though I promised myself I wouldn’t get into it too much this time, that just wasn’t to be.  As I work with the papers I just keep pushing a bit further each time. It’s not quite the challenge of it all as much as the desire to express what’s in my head and heart on the paper that keeps me going: tiny pieces that balance on a pin or knife point. My sanity must be somewhere there too!   
As a result the process takes far too long and I’m sort of relieved to see it all go into production at the end! The worst part of each book is the middle, when you’ve gone so far, but there is still so much to work through.  
But I loved Lightning Jack from the first time I read Glenda’s text and fell in love with her writing and, of course, the subject!  The illustrations had to reflect the energy and emotion that Glenda captures so well. The images were very strong in my mind pretty much from the first reading. The challenge was transforming them into collage and finding the right papers – some of which I found in a tiny art shop in Bologna.  
My favourite picture? There are two: the cover and the mustering scene with the Herefords in the “dust”.  There is a bull calf in that one who was determined to run with his older brothers.  Sam is about to lasso him. 

Tearing Mintie wrappers into long ribbons was a childhood skill that prepared me for collage work – not that I was aware of it at the time! On long car journeys in the holidays I shared the back seat with my grandmother and sister and we had endless competitions. My grandmother usually won, but her hand skills taught me a lot.
With your students 

· Show your class the front cover of Lightning Jack with one of Patricia Mullins’s favourite pictures. Ask them what they think of when they look at this picture. What sort of story are they expecting? [Exciting, fast, a race, the horse is prancing or showing off, it looks wild, maybe rebellious as it is raring up. It’s possible that some students may look at the pose and say it reminds them of a horse on a merry go round. Accept all suggestions – don’t give the plot away.]
· Ask them what they notice about the textures on the front and back covers – and maybe the endpapers and title pages. [It looks like gift wrapping paper.]

· Ask, ‘Which other picture books by Patricia Mullins have you read? What do you know about her pictures?’ [She uses torn tissue paper collage.]

· Before you start to read the words, show your students the first double spread on pp4-5. Ask them which horse they think might be particularly interesting to the boy. [The darkest one, the one from the cover.] Ask them what is unusual about this horse’s appearance. [The lightning zigzag on his head.] Ask, ‘Where else have you seen a marking like that?’ [Harry Potter] Some people think a mark like this is a special sign. What does it indicate on Harry Potter’s forehead? [His magical powers; that he is special.]

· Read the words on pp.4-5. ‘Why do you think he is called a “midnight horse”?’ [Because he has a black coat, because he runs at midnight when no one is around, because at midnight we have dreams. Someone might say you can have a ‘nightmare’ at midnight. Accept the suggestion and say that we’ll come back to that interesting idea later. Let’s see if Lightning Jack’s story is as scary as a nightmare.]
· Ask your students what they notice about the language Glenda Millard is using. [There are rhyming words, some repetition, there is a regular rhythm to the lines. It’s a poem.]

· Read as far as Patricia Mullins’s other favourite picture: pp.12-13, where Sam is about to lasso the steer. Ask the students what a ‘grazier’ is and ask them to point him out. [Someone who grazes cattle, owns lots of them on a cattle station. He is leaning on the fence.] 
· Read the last four lines again – slowly. Ask what the grazier is suggesting. [He wants Sam’s horse and he will trade him 500 head of cattle for it.]

· Read through to the meeting with Ned Kelly on the edge of the cliff. Ask your students what they think will happen next.

[Lightning Jack will leap over the gorge onto the other cliff. Ned Kelly might try to shoot him.]

· Read to the end of the story. When you reach the city and the carousel, ask everyone to think back to the beginning of the story. ‘So why did the story start with a picture of Sam leaning on a fence to watch a muster?’ [This was happening in his imagination. He was actually at the fairground and dreaming about the horses coming alive.]

· Ask the class to form into four groups. Let them choose an unseen research topic from an ice cream container or hat. When each group has researched its topic, it should give a short presentation to the whole class. The topics are:

1. Find out who Pegasus was

2. Find out more about Phar Lap

3. Find the poem ‘The Man From Snowy River’, tell us something about the author, read us a few stanzas of your choice from that poem and tell us about any echoes of the poem that you hear in Lightning Jack.

4. Find the poem ‘The Highwayman’, tell us something about the author, read us the first few stanzas and tell us about any echoes of that poem that you hear in Lightning Jack.

[To identify the echoes of ‘The Man from Snowy River’, reread the scene on the fourth double spread, where Sam and Lightning Jack are chasing the steers down the mountain. To identify the rhythmic echoes from ‘The Highwayman’ reread pp.30-32]
· Brainstorm with the whole class any other books or movies or TV shows they know about horses. What kind of character traits do the horses have?

· If you are working with a stage 3 or 4 class, talk about the metaphorical language of the poem. Possibly the most challenging spread is the one with all the cockatoos in the trees. Ask your students what they think is happening here. [Jack has turned into lightning, and breaks the drought, when rain falls onto the dry ground. It’s as if the imagination brings relief from dryness and brings new life to the earth.]
· Ask students at any stage which picture they like best, which they think would have taken the longest to do and why?

· As a class make a big collage of a horse. Use clippings and torn paper that are related to horses in some way: photos from the racing section of a paper or magazines, pictures of grass, hay, hair or leather and so on, paper that includes words related to horse riding, racing, the outback.

· Divide the class into two groups. Ask for volunteers to create a sound effects and musical accompaniment to a reading of Lightning Jack. Ask the other group to create a readers’ theatre performance of Lightning Jack. Invite another class to be an audience for the performance.

