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Introducing...

Allan Stratton
By Heather Camlot

In August 2015, my review of Allan Stratton’s The 
Dogs was posted on the blog of Mabel’s Fables, the 
Toronto children’s bookstore where I worked. 
“Author Allan Stratton’s masterful writing had me 
guessing until the very end. I didn’t know whom to 
believe, I didn’t know what was real, I didn’t know 
how it would all turn out,” I had written. “Stratton’s 
thriller is storytelling at its best.” 

Soon after, I received an email. From Allan 
Stratton. He thanked me for my “generous review” 
and offered to come by the store to sign copies. The 
day he arrived, I was giddy and nervous. I was an 
unpublished children’s author and here I was about 
to meet someone whose work I greatly admired. But 
Allan is disarmingly charming, humble about his 
own success and quick to support others in theirs. I 
was disappointed that I didn’t have my copy of The 
Dogs—I had left it in Montreal for my mother, a 
situation, I didn’t know at the time, he could most 

certainly appreciate. So much so that a couple of 
months later, I showed up at Mabel’s to find a copy of 
The Dogs in my cubby, made out to me and signed by 
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“There are stories that 
sometimes can't be told by 
people most directly affected… 
[C]hildren whose parents died 
of HIV/AIDS at the turn of the 
millennium and had to raise 
young brothers and sisters 
didn't have the privilege or 
time to write about the 
pandemic and bring the crisis 
to outside eyes… In cases like 
that, I think a writer has to 
research, research, research 
and talk to and get approval 
from members of the 
community about whom they 
are writing.” 

Allan. That act of kindness and thoughtfulness is 
Allan in a nutshell. 

Fast-forward three years. I’m sitting in Allan’s 
gorgeous home, drooling over the antiques—
including his great-grandfather’s Underwood 
typewriter—the artwork and the wall colours, for 
which I request names. While my eyes jump about 
from one treasure to the next, I ask Allan questions 
about his career. A career, he 
revealed in a Facebook post on 
September 6, from which he was 
retiring. I tell him that’s not allowed. 
He laughs in his kind, humble way. 
“I’m 67. I don’t know what it’s like to 
live as a teen today. Life online, 
Snapchat, I can’t write about that 
authentically,” he says. “And I think 
I’ve written what I have had to say: 
discrimination, homophobia, 
Islamophobia, my mom fleeing my 
father, domestic violence, my mom 
and Alzheimer’s, end of life, HIV/
AIDs. I have a body of work that I feel 
good about and proud of so why risk 
that just to go on and on?” 

I can think of a number of 
reasons, including all his fans, but 
instead I turn the conversation to the 
beginning, rather than the end. Allan began his 
professional career as an actor, believing he would 
never make a living as a playwright—this after 
having a play he wrote in Grade 12, “The Rusting 
Heart”, published in Alphabet, his mentor James 
Reaney’s literary magazine, and picked up by CBC 
Radio. He performed at Stratford and across the 
country in regional theatre, but homesickness 
prevailed. When his play “Nurse Jane Goes to 
Hawaii” became a hit, he had the financial means to 
stay rooted and continue writing rather than 
performing for the theatre. After a slew of successful, 

“There are stories that 
sometimes can't be told by 
people most directly affected… 
[C]hildren whose parents died 
of HIV/AIDS at the turn of the 
millennium and had to raise 
young brothers and sisters 
didn't have the privilege or 
time to write about the 
pandemic and bring the crisis 
to outside eyes… In cases like 
that, I think a writer has to 
research, research, research 
and talk to and get approval 
from members of the 
community about whom they 
are writing.” 

award-winning productions, including “Rexy!” and 
“Papers”, he was invited to teach playwriting at the 
Etobicoke School of the Arts and later to head its 
drama department, which energized and exhausted 
him. While he loved working with students, he had 
no time left to write and felt he couldn’t breathe 
creatively. 

Yet, that’s when he wrote The Phoenix Lottery (The 
Riverbank Press, 2000), a humorous 
adult novel satirizing business, art, 
the Mafia and religion, which caught 
the eye of Annick Press publisher 
Rick Wilks. Rick wanted to launch a 
new young adult line and was 
looking to playwrights because of 
their ear for dialogue. 
    When Rick asked what he’d like to 
write about, Allan chose stalking and 
date rape, a 180-degree turn from his 
reputation as a comic playwright. 
The idea for Leslie’s Journal (Annick 
Press, 2000) came from his own life. 
“My father had been a violent abuser 
against my mom and I realized he 
didn’t just become that way as an 
adult,” he says. Allan suspected that 
the school environment for teenage 
women who want to or do break up 

with a guy who doesn’t want to be broken up with 
would be pure terror. He confirmed his intuitions 
with his students. Leslie’s Journal went on to win 
numerous awards, including the American Library 
Association’s Best Book for Young Adults and led to a 
second novel—Chanda’s Secrets (Annick Press, 2004) 
about the HIV/AIDS pandemic in Africa. All of a 
sudden, he says, he had a career in children’s writing.  

That career encompasses eight middle grade and 
young adult novels, all of which have been translated 
and sold around the world, and have received 
numerous local and international accolades, from 

“There are stories that 
sometimes can't be told by 
people most directly affected… 
[C]hildren whose parents died 
of HIV/AIDS at the turn of the 
millennium and had to raise 
young brothers and sisters 
didn't have the privilege or 
time to write about the 
pandemic and bring the crisis 
to outside eyes… In cases like 
that, I think a writer has to 
research, research, research 
and talk to and get approval 
from members of the 
community about whom they 
are writing.” 
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the Governor General’s Award and Carnegie Medal 
nominations to Forest of Reading and American 
Library Association wins. The honours he prizes 
most are the 2005 Children’s Africana Book Award 
from the African Studies Association for Chanda’s 
Secrets as well as South Africa’s entry of Life, Above All 
(the film version of Chanda’s Secrets) for the 2011 
Foreign Language Oscar. “The community I was 
writing about was telling me I got it 
right. For me, getting it right was a 
sacred trust.”

“There are stories that sometimes 
can’t be told by people most directly 
affected. For instance, as a gay man, 
I would have been too terrified to 
write about the experience of the 
closet when homophobia was at its 
peak and lethal. I’m grateful for 
authors like Annie Proulx, the 
straight woman who wrote Brokeback 
Mountain. Similarly, children whose 
parents died of HIV/AIDS at the turn 
of the millennium and had to raise 
young brothers and sisters didn’t 
have the privilege or time to write about the 
pandemic and bring the crisis to outside eyes. 
Everyone I met in Botswana told me, ‘You have to tell 
our story. You have to let the world know.’ In cases 
like that, I think a writer has to research, research, 
research and talk to and get approval from members 
of the community about whom they are writing,” he 
explains. “Having lived through the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic in the 1980s and having been in the closet 
and terrified of being positive, I related on a deeply 
personal level to Chanda’s fear and shame and terror 
of being tested and to her mother’s fear of bringing 
shame to her family. But there are other themes I 
would never touch because there are authors who are 
ready and willing and able to take them on from the 

communities in which the stories are rooted. It is a 
very fine and nuanced line.” 

For Allan, facing difficult topics began as a child. 
He was eight years old when he overheard his 
grandparents talking about the death penalty. “I was 
chilled to the bone with the certainty that when I 
grew up I would be arrested for a crime I didn’t 
commit, found guilty and hanged. I knew 

instinctively that life isn’t fair. You 
don’t get what you deserve, you get 
what you get, and that has informed 
my passion for social justice ever 
since,” he says. “That and growing up 
gay in the 1950s when discovery 
could cost you your family and your 
life.” 
    If you ask him what material is 
appropriate for young people, he’ll 
tell you that if children are old 
enough to live it, they’re old enough 
to read it. His material comes from 
various sources: personal 
experiences, dreams, passions. His 
father’s abuse of his mom was the 

background for Leslie’s Journal and The Dogs 
(Scholastic Canada, 2015). His experience around the 
AIDS pandemic informed Chanda’s Secrets, a dream 
spurred Chanda’s Wars (HarperCollins, 2009) and the 
play Joggers, his interest in history was the source for 
the play “Rexy!”, and his love of Shakespeare was the 
basis for The Grave Robber’s Apprentice (HarperCollins, 
2012).  

When he writes, he embodies each character, 
something that his background as an actor has 
helped him do. He asks what he would want if he 
were the character. “That way I know that no matter 
how difficult my response, the character will be 
rooted in human truth.” This has led to many 
surprises, too, from the humorous to the heart-
wrenching. “Mrs. Tafa’s revelation [in Chanda’s 
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Secrets] about her son was completely news to me 
until the words were flowing out of my fingers and 
the tears were running down my cheeks.” 

While he says we have worlds within us, Allan is 
quick to point out that some of those worlds should 
stay tucked away. “When I imagine myself in some 
characters’ heads, I am accessing very dark 
possibilities within me that I hope never surface in 
real life.” He says he’s more at ease 
with characters who have a sense of 
humour, who are feisty, like Chanda, 
Leslie and Zoe from his most recent 
novel The Way Back Home (Scholastic 
Canada, 2017). But he also likes rude, 
blunt characters, like the 
Necromancer in The Grave Robber’s 
Apprentice. “I enjoyed his villainy,” he 
says with a laugh.  

While some characters are based 
on himself and those far reaches 
within, Allan’s mother is also a role 
model, the basis for the likes of 
Chanda’s mother, Cameron’s mother 
in The Dogs and Zoe’s grandmother in 
The Way Back Home. “Mom was a single mom in the 
1950s when divorce didn’t happen and she raised me 
and broke barriers for women in her careers,” he 
says. “Mom is why I think I write strong female 
characters. Some people say, What would Jesus do. I 
say, What would Mom do.” 

He starts the writing day by revising what he did 
the day before to get him in the mood of the story 
and finds the concentration limits him to four or five 
pages of new content. He tends to think through his 
characters and the situations they’ll face so he has a 
sense of where they’ll go, but as the characters come 
alive, the shape and outline changes. If he gets 
blocked, he doesn’t obsess or panic, he takes a 
break—goes out for a walk, sees a movie—so that he 

can regain absolute clarity on his characters’ wants 
and needs. 

He loves the revision process and quotes his play 
“Papers”: “The feel of the red pencil in my hand 
slicing through a newly typed page, the crack of one 
line hitting hard against the other, all the flab cut 
out. It’s a rush, a physical rush.” 

When asked whether he would adapt any of his 
books for the stage, he offers a flat 
no. He’d rather move on to the next 
new thing. “Plays can’t get into the 
head of a character in the same way 
that first-person prose can. And of 
necessity, the character relationships 
can’t be as fully developed,” he 
explains. “One is also at the mercy of 
casting choices that are outside one’s 
control. I’ve seen productions of my 
plays that have made me cringe, 
imagining that people might think I 
wrote the evening they just 
experienced. But when theatre 
works, it’s glorious.”  
He was invited to write the 

screenplays for Chanda’s Secrets and The Dogs. He 
refused both, but was delighted with the scripts that 
others came up with: Dennis Foon, the Vancouver-
based playwright, novelist and screenwriter, adapted 
Chanda’s Secrets into the film Life, Above All; and The 
Dogs, currently in development, was co-written by 
Wild Media Entertainment co-founder Anthony 
Artibello and Sheila Rogerson Dinsmore (The Cat in 
the Hat Knows A Lot About That). 

He does however enjoy touring his books and 
speaking with students. “I’m moved hearing from 
teachers in South Africa and Botswana, who tell me 
their students can’t talk about how their parents died 
of HIV/AIDS because of the shame, but are able to 
talk about Chanda and her mother and use the book 
as grief therapy,” he says. “I love going into 
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classrooms and knowing there is a chance that I can 
help kids who are feeling alone or who are suffering 
and can open them up to the way literature can be a 
friend and a source of consolation, inspiration and 
hope.” 

Which brings us back to why in the world Allan 
would want to retire from a career in which he has 
offered so much to so many. “I’ve come to think of 
life as being like a river: you never know what bends 
it’s going to take,” he explains. “My career has been a 
series of reinventions. Each one coming from the last 
but none of them predictable in advance. No matter 
how much talent and hard work a person puts in 
their career, luck is a prime element and I have been 
lucky, lucky, lucky.”  

Series of reinventions, so… not retiring? I push. 
“Maybe I should call it a transition to something 
unknown and exciting. Right now, I love that all I 
have to do is wake up. Each day I decide am I going 
to see an art gallery, have lunch with a friend, see a 
movie, pet the cats, read or go for a good bike ride or 
kayak. What’s not to like?”

So… not retiring? I try again. “I am open to other 
literary forms shorter in length so that I can hold the 
content in my aging brain.” Allan offers that great 
humble smile. “Between you me and the fence post, 
Kevin Sylvester and I have had a fun chat about a 
picture book.” Ah-hah! 

As we wrap up, I pull out my copy of The Grave 
Robber’s Apprentice to be signed—to go along with that 
copy of The Dogs from three years ago and The Way 
Back Home Allan signed during the Forest of Reading 
breakfast last year. He does one better. He leaves the 
room and returns with his adult novels, The 
Resurrection of Mary Mabel McTavish (Dundurn, 2014) 
and The Phoenix Lottery, and proceeds to sign all three 
with lengthy messages. 

Then Daniel, Allan’s husband of 30 years, hands 
me a typed-up list of paint numbers that they used 
throughout their home. I’m drawn to one name in 

particular: “Heaven”. That’s exactly where Allan’s life 
seems to be. “If I went now, I would say I have had a 
happier life than I could have hoped for starting out. 
I also think I appreciate my life now because of the 
traumas that I went through as a kid and young 
person,” he muses. “Life can be hard, but I am lucky 
that my wounds have healed and I credit that in part 
to reading and writing and the unconditional love I 
got from my mom.” 

HEATHER CAMLOT is the 
author of the middle-grade 
novel Clutch, which is a 
2019 MYRCA Sundogs 
nominee, was a 2018 
Geoffrey Bilson Award for 
Historical Fiction for Young 
People finalist and was 
named a 2017 Best Book by 
Kirkus Reviews. She is the 
speaker coordinator for 
CANSCAIP’s Packaging Your Imagination conference as 
well as a journalist, editor and translator. For more 
information, please visit her website at 
www.heathercamlot.com. 

http://www.heathercamlot.com
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Congratulations
CANSCAIP Members!
Mary Beth Leatherdale
The Norma Fleck Information Book Award for #Not 
Your Princess (Annick Press)

Barbara Reid
The TD Book Award Fan Choice for Picture the Sky 
(North Winds Press)

Kevin Sands 
The Geoffrey Bilson Award for Historical Fiction for 
The Assassin’s Curse (Aladdin Books)

SHORTLISTED for the TD Children's Book Award
Barbara Reid for Picture the Sky (North Winds Press)

SHORTLISTED for the Marilyn Baillie Best Picture
Book Award
Suzanne Del Rizzo for My Beautiful Birds (Pajama 
Press)

Cary Fagan for Little Blue Chair (Tundra Books)

Melanie Florence for Stolen Words (Second Story 
Press)

Debbie Ridpath Ohi for Sam & Eva (Simon & Schuster)

SHORTLISTED for the Norma Fleck Information 
Book Award
Jane Drake and Ann Love for Rewilding: Giving Nature a 
Second Chance (Annick Press)

SHORTLISTED for the Geoffrey Bilson Award for 
Historical Fiction
Heather Camlot for Clutch (Red Deer Press)

Julie Lawson for A Blinding Light (Nimbus Publishing)

Heather T. Smith for The Agony of Bun O’Keefe 
(Penguin)

SHORTLISTED for the John Spray Mystery Award
Liam O'Donnell for The Case of the Missing Mage (Orca 
Books)

Kevin Sands for The Assassin’s Curse (Aladdin Books)

SHORTLISTED for the Amy Mathers Teen Book 
Award
Heather T. Smith for The Agony of Bun O’Keefe (Penguin 
Random House Canada)

Allan Stratton for The Way Back Home (Scholastic 
Canada)

Danielle Young-Ullman for Everything Beautiful Is Not 
Ruined (Razorbill Canada)

SHORTLISTED for the Governor General's Award 
for Children's Literature
• Fiction
Heather T. Smith for Ebb & Flow (Kids Can Press)

• Illustration
Shauntay Grant for Africville (Groundwood Books)

Werner Zimmermann for At the Pond (North Winds 
Press)

E
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Noteworthy
IN MEMORIAM
We are sorry to say good bye to Priscilla Galloway who 
passed away October 28, 2018 at Georgian Bay 

General Hospital, 
Midland. Born in 
1930 she had a 
long career as a 
teacher and 
literature 
consultant before 
becoming known 
for such books as 
Aleta and the 
Queen, A Tale of 
Ancient Greece; 
Overland to 

Cariboo and several more in the “Our Canadian Girl” 
series; the “Jobs You May Not Want” series; and 
several picture books including When You Were Little 
and I Was Big. A longtime member of CANSCAIP, 
Priscilla was president from 1989-91 and a member of 
the executive for a number of years before and after. 

Heather Kirk remembers:
Priscilla Galloway, Ph.D., retired high-school teacher, 
was more than a hard-working writer. I remember 
her at the front of a large and crowded room, ably 
chairing a meeting of CANSCAIP.  I remember her in 
a classroom at OISE (Ontario Institute for Studies in 
Education), ably leading a seminar on Canadian 
children’s literature. I remember her in the living 
room of her gracious home in North York, sharing 
news with her friends about her children, 
grandchildren, and husband. I remember this loving 
and much loved woman at her charming cottage on 
the eastern shore of Georgian Bay, greeting the 
crowd of well-wishers at her 80th birthday party. The 
sun was shining brightly.

I was a member of Priscilla’s private writing 
group in Toronto from about 1990 to 2015. We were 
eight women of various professions who met 
monthly to share critiques of our writing. We 
rejoiced when Priscilla’s Truly Grim Tales was sold to 
Bantam in the USA. The Tales had been rejected by 14 
Canadian publishers! Priscilla read us excerpts from 
many fine works-in-progress. But we knew nothing 
about Too Young to Fight until it was published! We 
worried when illness stopped Priscilla from working 
on Adventures on the Ancient Silk Road. But of course 
the strong, determined, independent Priscilla 
finished that ambitious project too!

CONGRATULATIONS: Rebecca Bender's Giraffe and 
Bird (La girafe et l’oiseau), published by Pajama Press, 
is this year’s Grade One Giveaway Book. Since 2000, 
in cooperation with ministries of education, school 
boards and library organizations across Canada, the 
CCBC has given every Grade One child a free 
Canadian children’s book, thanks to the generous 
sponsorship of TD Bank Group. This year, all across 
Canada 550,000 children will be reading Rebecca’s 
book about an odd kind of friendship.

CCBC:  CANSCAIP is 
pleased to welcome the 
new Executive Director of 
the Canadian Children’s 
Book Centre. Rose Vespa 
has extensive public 
sector leadership 
experience including 
expertise in 
organizational 
development, mentorship, stakeholder relations, 
planning and fund development. Her most recent 
position was Director of Library Services for the 
Mississauga Library System where she oversaw a $29 
million operating budget. “Rose Vespa is exactly the 
leader we were looking for. We are delighted that she 



CANSCAIP NEWS   8   Winter 2019

will be joining us and working with us all to take this 
great organization even further in a changing world” 
said Leslie McCallum, President of the CCBC’s Board. 
“Children’s literature is a gateway to learning, 
creativity and empathy” said Rose Vespa. “I began my 
career as a children’s librarian and I am looking 
forward to working with the board, the members and 
the CCBC staff to continue the good work of 
advocating for Canadian children’s authors, 
illustrators and literature.”

CANSCAIP Saskatchewan Horizons Report: Planning 
for the Prairie Horizons Conference this spring is 
well underway! Join us on May 24-26th at Queen’s 
House of Retreat in Saskatoon to explore “Voice and 
Vision” with author David A. Robertson and editor 
Shelley Tanaka, among others. Mark your calendars!

The highly successful First Thousand Words 
editing fundraiser will be returning in January! From 
January 1st to the 31st, you can submit the first 1000 
words of your manuscript for children and receive 
valuable editorial feedback from one of our 
experienced authors. With this feedback, you can 
make your first 1000 words stand out to editors, 
agents and publishers. The cost is only $35 for 
members and $50 for non-members. Watch our 
webpage (https://skcanscaip.wordpress.com) in the 
last half of December for more details.
– Submitted by Dianne Young

USING SOCIAL MEDIA: From time to time CANSCAIP 
would like to help promote its Members and Friends 
and their work on our social media, through 
#FollowFriday as well as other campaigns. Do you 
know of a CANSCAIP Member or Friend whose work 
(behind-the-scenes or public) you admire and feel 
deserves more recognition? Or are you a Member or 
Friend who would appreciate a shout-out? If so, 
please fill out this form. We promise your info will 
not be shared with any third parties. And be sure to 
follow CANSCAIP on Twitter and Facebook.

FOLLOW CANSCAIP: Looking for some new friends? 
There is now a handy page on the CANSCAIP website 
where the Twitter handles of our professional 
members are listed (http://canscaip.org/
page-1862893). Let’s follow each other and help 
promote each other’s work. 

FINDING CANADIAN BOOKS:  49thShelf.com is a 
website devoted to Canadian children’s books. 
Produced by the Association of Canadian Publishers 
together with the Canadian Publishers’ Council, and 
with funding from the Department of Canadian 
Heritage and the Ontario Media Development 
Corporation and a lead sponsorship from 
Amazon.ca., its purpose is to make it easier for 
readers to discover Canadian books in all genres, 
from bestselling authors to new talent, from 
publishers large and small, from all regions of the 
country. 

CREATIVE WRITING: If you are teaching a course in 
writing or illustration for the children’s market, we’d 
love to send you a package of brochures about 
CANSCAIP and about Packaging Your Imagination 
to distribute to your students. Email our office 
(office@canscaip.org) to let Helena Aalto know how 
many you may need. 

LOGO VARIATION: Our front-page logo variation is by 
Sean Cassidy. You can see more of his illustrations in 
Kazaak! and The Woodpecker’s Tale, both published by 
Fitzhenry & Whiteside.

ILLUSTRATORS: We are looking for more logo 
variations to dress up the NEWS. For inspiration, 
you can view our current ones at the logo site on our 
home page (and see below). 

If you are a full CANSCAIP member/illustrator and 
would like to submit your version for possible use, 
here are the specifics: Digital submission is 
preferred, so scan your art at 300 dpi and email the 

https://skcanscaip.wordpress.com/
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSfDLzlZyjo0OfZKHl5cpkfeCUoKVfnC0cXWzI1DuyY1f2ybdw/viewform
https://twitter.com/canscaip
https://www.facebook.com/groups/18960022544/
http://canscaip.org/page-1862893
http://canscaip.org/page-1862893
http://49thShelf.com
mailto:office@canscaip.org
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file to office@canscaip.org. Put CANSCAIP Logo 
Submission in the subject line. We’d love to have 
colourful, playful art. Those who find scanning a 
challenge can send paper art to the CANSCAIP office.

Fun Links for Writers
Random Name Generator: Having trouble coming up 
with a character name? Here you can select for 
gender, ethnicity, even choose fantasy names! The 
same website will also tell you the history and 
meaning of names.
http://www.behindthename.com/random/

Fantasy Worldbuilding Questions: Questions to ask 
yourself when creating an imaginary setting. 
http://www.sfwa.org/2009/08/fantasy-
worldbuilding-questions/

Grammar Girl: Need to brush up on the difference 
between lie and lay? Affect and effect? Grammar Girl, 
Mignon Fogarty, has handy explanations and tips for 
remembering the rules of the English language.
http://www.quickanddirtytips.com/grammar-girl

I Write Like: Paste in a few paragraphs and this 
statistical analysis tool will tell you which of the 
many famous writers in their database your work 
most resembles. A fun distraction!
https://iwl.me

Scrivener Tips: Use Scrivener? Gwen Hernandez, 
author of Scrivener for Dummies, has plenty of free 
tip .pdfs on her website to help you get the most out 
of the program. 
http://gwenhernandez.com/scrivener-corner/
scrivener-tips/

Thanks to Lena Coakley for these links.

mailto:office@canscaip.org
http://www.behindthename.com/random/
http://www.sfwa.org/2009/08/fantasy-worldbuilding-questions/
http://www.sfwa.org/2009/08/fantasy-worldbuilding-questions/
http://www.quickanddirtytips.com/grammar-girl
https://iwl.me
http://gwenhernandez.com/scrivener-corner/scrivener-tips/
http://gwenhernandez.com/scrivener-corner/scrivener-tips/
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Photo by Debbie Ridpath Ohi

 From the 
  President’s Desk
    by Sharon Jennings

Over two decades ago, when I was faced with many 
rejections on everything submitted to publishers, 
several CANSCAIP colleagues suggested that I read 
The Artist’s Way by Julie Cameron. This book 
resonated with me so deeply that I can remember 
where I was when I worked through it day after day, 
evening after evening. I haven’t 
looked at it for many years; I’m 
always loathe to re-read a self-help 
book after a certain amount of time 
has passed in case, having moved on 
with life, I shake my head in wonder 
that a particular book affected me, 
and chuckle at what I underlined, 
thinking it momentous.

However, I pulled The Artist’s Way 
off my shelf for this column. I was 
looking for a particular passage that 
spoke to what I wanted to write about and, much to 
my surprise, got caught up in re-reading the whole 
book! (That’s my-dog-ate-the-homework excuse for 
my late delivery, Barbara Greenwood.) Part essay, 
part workbook exercises, part pithy quotations, I 
would still recommend it to those struggling with 
their creativity. Here’s one quotation that is 
succinctly brilliant: “I merely took the energy it takes 
to pout and wrote some blues.” Duke Ellington, page 
62.

The passage that I needed was about ‘shadow 
artists’. “Shadow artists often choose shadow 
careers—those close to the desired art, even parallel 
to it, but not the art itself.” (Page 27). In other words, 
shadow artists might become editors, drama 
teachers, art gallery managers, critics. I read this in 

Photo by Debbie Ridpath Ohi

1996, and realized that Cameron meant me. I had 
been an editor for many years, always circling 
around what I really wanted to do. I remember 
coming up with an image of the archery target, and I 
had aimed for the circles around the bullseye. 
Cameron also noted that shadow artists love other 
artists and “… gravitate to their natural tribe…” (page 
27), which explained the satisfaction I found in 
volunteer work with CANSCAIP and the Canadian 
Children’s Book Centre.

Sometime after reading Cameron’s book, my 
career path changed, and I no longer felt like a liar 

when telling people that I was an 
author. But lately, I have been doing 
more teaching about writing than 
writing itself. One of our CANSCAIP 
colleagues was stepping away 
from ,her teaching job and asked if 
I’d like to take it on. I agreed for a 
number of reasons: it gave more 
structure to my week; it meant a 
regular deposit to my bank account; 
it kept me thinking about writing. I 
also thought that at my age, one 
doesn’t often get offered new 

employment! Long story short: I now teach a few 
courses on memoir writing to senior citizens.

And so I began to suspect that, of my own 
volition, I had returned to shadowland.

But a funny thing happened on the way to term’s 
end: I was thoroughly enjoying myself. I had to spend 
one day a week preparing for the next two days’ 
classes and, as I struggled to figure out how to 
explain the writers’ craft to people who didn’t think it 
necessary for a memoir, realized that I was teaching 
myself all over again as well. As it turned out, some of 
the new tips I found turned out to be exactly what I 
needed for my own stalled story. And, of course, 
there were the stories/memories that my students 
shared: heartfelt, funny, poignant, I found myself 

Photo by Debbie Ridpath Ohi
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remembering moments from my childhood, jotting 
them down with a consideration for possible story 
idea. (I’ve also considered stealing some of my 
students’ memories for inclusion in a book. And yes, 
I warned them.)

I’ve come around to the understanding that once 
you’ve had a career—your heart’s desire career—it 
isn’t banishment to the shadows if you find yourself 
doing something else in your field. Rather, the art 
form has expanded; the bullseye is much larger and 
flows over and into the outer rings. Teaching, 
editing, evaluating, managing are all things we can 
do from the heart because we know, first-hand, of 
what we speak. It isn’t a closing down, it’s an opening 
up in a new direction. At some point this autumn, I 
realized that it was an honour to hear my seniors’ 
stories, to tell them they had merit and deserved to 
be written. That did not feel like a retreat, or a giving 
up of my own career as a children’s writer.

And I think that this is different from the idea of 
the well needing to fill up again, although that may 
also be true. But in the last few months, I’ve come to 
think that the well is overflowing, and we simply 
need to find new containers into which to pour our 
energy and our creativity.

A quotation from Ben Shahn (page 27) seems to 
hit the bullseye (I couldn’t resist): “I believe that if it 
were left to artists to choose their own labels, most 
would choose none.” And, for no reason other than 
that it made me laugh out loud, a quotation from 
Mae West (page 76): “Whenever I have to choose 
between two evils, I always like to choose the one I 
haven’t tried before.”

MEET CONNECT SHARE!

Never miss a meeting: www.canscaip.org/
EventsCalendar! Add CANSCAIP events 
straight to your calendar or inbox with handy 
RSS and calendar tools. 

Montreal: CANSCAIP meetings are held 
regularly. For more information, contact Carol-
Ann Hoyte. kidlitfan1972@yahoo.ca

Toronto: Meetings are held on the second 
Wednesday of each month, ten times a year. 
Meetings in winter-spring 2019: January 9, 
February 13, March 13, April 10, May 8, June 12. 
See website for location and topic: 
www.canscaip.org/Monthly-Meetings.

Saskatchewan: Your Saskatchewan 
representative is Sharon Plumb Hamilton. 
skcanscaip.wordpress.com. 

http://www.canscaip.org/EventsCalendar
http://www.canscaip.org/EventsCalendar
mailto:kidlitfan1972@yahoo.ca
http://www.canscaip.org/Monthly-Meetings
http://skcanscaip.wordpress.com
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WELCOME!
by Monique Polak
In this column we welcome our newest Members.

SHEILAH ROBERTS 
LUKINS lives in St. Philips, 
Newfoundland with her 
husband. In addition to 
writing, Sheilah teaches 
English as a Second 
Language. Her first 
publication was a non-
fiction book called For 
Maids who Brew and Bake, a 
historical look at 17th 

century Newfoundland and the women who lived 
there: what and how they cooked, and the rules they 
were expected to live by. In 2004, this book was one 
of five books from across the country nominated in 
the special interest category of Cuisine Canada’s 
National Culinary Book Awards. This book was 
reprinted in 2012. Her second non-fiction book, Rain, 
Drizzle and Fog (Boulder Press), with an introduction 
by CBC weatherman Ryan Snodden, was published 
in 2014. Sheilah has published articles, short stories 
and poetry. Her first children’s book Full Speed Ahead 
(Breakwater Books) recently won the Newfoundland 
and Labrador Bruneau Family Children’s / Young 
Adult Book Award.

BETTY QUAN is a writer 
and story editor of almost 
200 hours of children’s 
television programs that 
have aired in North 
America and 
internationally. She wrote 
Mother Tongue, which was 
nominated for the 

Governor General’s Literary Award for Drama, 
amongst other plays and adaptations. Grandmother’s 
Visit (Groundwood Books, 2018) is her first picture 
book.

STAR SPIDER is a writer 
from Toronto, and has 
recently published her 
debut novel, Past Tense 
(HarperCollins Canada). 
Star’s stories deal with 
mental health and LGBTQ 
themes. She is a student 
of psychology at Ryerson 
University. Star’s short 
stories have been published in many places including 
Grain Magazine, Necessary Fiction and Flyleaf Journal. 
For further information, visit www.starspider.ca

LARRY VERSTRAETE 
(B.Sc., M.Ed) began 
writing for youngsters 
while still teaching. He is 
the author of seventeen 
books for young people. 
Larry’s books have been 
on recommended reading 
lists and many have 
received honours. He is a 
two-time recipient of the McNally Robinson Book of 
the Year for Young People Award, a two-time 
recipient of the Silver Birch Award for Non-Fiction as 
well as a recipient of the Red Cedar Award. Other 
honours range from nominations for the 
Hackmatack Award, Norma Fleck Award and the 
New York Reading Association Charlotte Award to 
distinctions such as Outstanding Science Trade Book 
of 2011 by the National Science Teachers Association 
and Children’s Book Council for his book, S is for 
Scientist: A Discovery Alphabet. When not travelling, 
Larry calls Winnipeg home.

http://www.starspider.ca/
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ANIKA A. WOLF has been 
drawing ever since she 
could hold a crayon (how 
cliché – but true!) and 
always knew she was 
destined for a career in 
the arts. She’s an 
illustrator, writer and 
designer who’s in love 
with storytelling. When 

she’s not creating stories – she’s reading them, of 
course! Annika also loves spending time in nature, 
and getting doggie cuddles from her newfie 
Mumford. Anika is a Sagittarian, self-proclaimed 
Silly Billy, and Unicorn Enthusiast. Anika 
illustrated Sherry Howard’s Rock and Roll 
Woods (Spork/Clear Fork Publishing, 2018). 

E
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NEWS ROUNDUP
By Elizabeth MacLeod

Deadline for SPRING NEWS: February 20, 2019
We’d love to hear from you! Let us know about your new 
books, tours, awards, launches, etc. Email the details, 
including your town and province, with the subject line: 
SPRING NEWS to: NewsRoundup@canscaip.org.

ATLANTIC REGION
JESSICA SCOTT KERRIN's new picture book, The Better 
Tree Fort (Groundwood), illustrated by Qin Leng, has 
been nominated for a 2019 Blue Spruce Award. 
Jessica plans to visit elementary schools in Toronto 
from May 6 to 13 in advance of the May 14 ceremony. 
Bookings can be arranged through the Authors 
Booking Service. Jessica is also pleased to report that 
this book has now been translated into French as La 
plus chouette cabane (Bayard Canada) and will also be 
translated into Turkish and Russian. Jessica lives in 
Halifax.

WADE ALBERT WHITE is 
pleased to announce the 
release of The Adventurer’s 
Guide to Treasure (and How 
to Steal It) on January 8. 
It’s the third book in “The 
Adventurer’s Guide Series, 
Wade’s middle-grade 
fantasy series. When a 
pirate captain and her 

crew steal an ancient Prophecy Medallion, suddenly 
Anne, Penelope and Hiro are caught up in yet 
another adventure filled with danger, betrayal, 
explosions … and chickens! The first book in the 
series, The Adventurer’s Guide to Successful Escapes (both 
Little Brown Books for Young Readers), was a 
Chicago Public Library Best Book of the Year, a BEA 

Middle Grade Buzz Book, an Indies Introduce title, 
an Indie Next Great Read and winner of the 
inaugural Emerging Author Award from the Atlantic 
Independent Booksellers’ Association in 2017. Wade 
lives in Kings County, NS.

QUEBEC
Welcome to new Friends: Kathy Berklund-Pagé, 
Montreal; Veronika Minaeva, Gatineau; Susan 
Motyka, Montreal; Chloe-Lynn Russo, Beaconsfield.

NATALIE KURTOG has released a new book of fairy 
tales. The Hare Stories (International Fund for Slavic 
Literature and Culture Vladislav Meshchangin, 
Moscow) has also been translated into Italian. 
Previously, Natalie’s fairy tales were published in six 
languages: Russian, English, French, Arabic, 
Ukrainian, Komi-Permyak (in the Finno-Ugric 
language family). At this time, the book is also being 
prepared for publication in Chinese. Natalie not only 
created funny “stories about the hare,” which she 
first read in the libraries of Montreal, but she also 
became an illustrator of books and covers, as well as 
created a book layout. Natalie lives in Montreal.

LYDIA LUKIDIS is 
delighted to announce 
that her new picture book, 
No Bears Allowed (Blue 
Whale Press), will be 
released in 2019. The book 
is about overcoming one’s 
fears and discovering 
friendship in the most 
unlikely places. It is aimed 
at children aged three to five years old. Lydia is also 
happy to announce that another of her picture books, 
The Broken Bees’ Nest (Kane Press), will be published in 
the “Makers Make it” educational series. The book 
will be released in January 2019. Lydia regularly gives 
writing and literature workshops across the province 

mailto:NewsRoundup@canscaip.org
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in affiliation with the Culture in the Schools 
program. Lydia lives in Montreal.

ANNE RENAUD's book Mr. 
Crum’s Potato Predicament 
(Kids Can Press) won the 
2018 Quebec Writers’ 
Federation Prize for 
Children’s and Young 
Adult Literature. Another 
of her books, Fania’s Heart 
(Second Story Press), won 
the 2018 Canadian Jewish 
Literary Award in the 

children and youth category. This book is also one of 
five books to be featured in the Montreal Holocaust 
Museum’s travelling exhibit entitled “Tell Me a Story! 
Youth Literature and the Holocaust.” Fania’s Heart 
tells the true story of the crafting of a heart-shaped 
birthday card, against all odds, within the confines of 
Auschwitz and of the women of tremendous 
resilience and courage who risked their lives for their 
friend, Fania Landau Fainer. The exhibit will travel 
throughout Canada for a year, with stops in major 
cities. It’s in Montreal at Côte-des-Neiges Public 
Library until February 24. Anne lives in Westmount.

LORI WEBER's first young-adult short-story 
collection, Deep Girls (Dancing Cats Books), has just 
been published. Nine stories explore the lives of 
teenaged girls as they navigate the complex terrain of 
adolescent life. The girls think, feel, love and hurt 
deeply as they encounter the challenges of becoming 
young women. Their adversaries are family, their 
own insecurities, the instability of change and the 
absurdity of the adult world. Each story highlights a 
single sparking moment of clarity born of intense 
emotion that marks the road to adulthood. Lori lives 
in Montreal.

ONTARIO (OUTSIDE TORONTO)
Welcome to new Friends: Margaret Adshade, 
Mississauga; Laurie Ball, Oshawa; Gerten Basom, 
Ancaster; Maria Bursey, Markham; Ann-Marie 
Duwyn-Zylstra, Woodstock; Jane Fletcher, Ancaster; 
Mary Hassell, Ancaster; Jeff Hellewell, Puslinch; 
Dale Kerr, Sutton West; Saphia Khambalia, 
Burlington; Donna Mann, Elora; Silvia Palm-Leis, 
Quinte West; Shamaila Siddique, Mississauga; 
Carolyn Wilker, Kitchener; Corina Zechel, Kingston.

ANDREA TORREY BALSARA's illustrated young-adult 
novel The Great & the Small (Common Deer Press) won 
the 2018 Eloquent Quill Award in the Literary 
Classics Book Awards, as well as golds in the Upper 
Middle Grade and Epic categories. It has also been 
recognized by the Moonbeam Awards, Purple 
Dragonfly Book Awards and the National Indie 
Excellence Awards. Andrea’s illustrated picture book, 
The Nightingale’s Song (One Voice Press), a book about 
unity in diversity, was released in September. She 
was recently interviewed by the radio show Word on 
the Hills where she discussed her books and her 
motivation for writing them. Andrea also writes 
under the name A.T. Balsara. She lives in Newcastle.

KAREN BASS is excited to report that her novel, The 
Hill (Pajama Press), has been optioned by Banger 
Films of Toronto as they seek to expand beyond 
documentaries. Now she is waiting to see if it gets 
beyond this stage. Karen lives in Hamilton.

CELIA GODKIN is currently writing picture book 
reviews for the New York Journal of Books. Go to 
nyjournalofbooks.com for reviews in all genres. The 
search box will allow you to refine your areas of 
interest and Celia’s reviews may be found by 
entering her name in the search box. Celia lives in 
Frankville.

http://nyjournalofbooks.com
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CHRIS JACKSON reports that Your Story: MASC Teen 
Authors & Illustrators Festival will be held on 
February 8 at the Confederation Education Centre in 
Ottawa. Students in grades eight to twelve will have a 
chance to participate in hands-on workshops led by 
authors and illustrators of Canadian teen literature, 
including CANSCAIPers TIM WYNNE-JONES and 
TERESA TOTEN. For information contact Wendy 
Hartley at wendyhartley@masconline.ca or (613) 
725-9119. The MASC Young Authors & Illustrators 
Festival takes place April 9 to 11 at the Canada 
Aviation and Space Museum in Ottawa. 

Last year’s presenters at the MASC Young Authors and 
Illustrators Festival included CANSCAIPers SHANE PEACOCK, 
MELANIE FLORENCE and SHARON JENNINGS 
(Photo by Randy Kelly.)
Now entering its 28th year, this popular event 
features some of Canada’s finest authors and 
illustrators of children’s books. Students in grades 
four to seven are invited to sign up for hands-on 
creative workshops, author readings, a book fair and 
more. The presenters this year include KAREN 
KROSSING and CARY FAGAN. For information 
contact Faith Seltzer at 
mascyoungauthors@gmail.com. Chris lives in 
Ottawa.

HEATHER KIRK's latest book is about one of the 
longest non-violent resistance movements in history. 
Titled Seeking Peace: The Quakers (Borealis Press), the 
book is currently being used as a text for a class on 
Quakerism in a Quaker college called Olney, in 
Barnesville, OH. Seeking Peace is 270 pages long with 
almost 100 illustrations. It is an introductory book 
aimed at senior high and freshman college students, 
as well as adults. Heather’s previous book was Be Not 
Afraid (Borealis Press). That book was also about a 
little-known, non-violent resistance movement: the 
Polish Solidarity movement of the 1980s. Heather 
lives in Barrie.

SYLVIA McNICOLL enjoyed a five-day whirlwind book 
tour in Cali, Bucaramanga and Bogotá for Venganaz 
Contra las Moscas or Revenge on the Fly (Pajama Press) 
as it is known in Canada. The tour was sponsored by 
a Canada Council Arts Abroad Grant and Sylvia’s 
Colombian Publisher, Ediciones Norma. She 
presented to some 16 classes of grade seven students 
from different schools, signed more than 1,000 books 
and took part in a million selfies. “Each of the three 
and sometimes four presentations a day felt like 
winning the Silver Birch Award; the students were 
that excited,” says Sylvia. She also gave a well-
received and chuckled-over “Resilience in Career and 
Fiction” talk at the Julio Mario Santo Domingo Public 
Library as part of Bogotá’s Children’s Festival. The 
Canadian embassy retweeted Sylvia’s ten top tips for 
writing @canadaycolumbia. Sylvia lives in 
Burlington.

TRUDEE ROMANEK continues to work on her adult 
World War II play, Between the Lines, based on letters 
written home by a local soldier. She held a reading 
with theatre professionals this past July from which 
she gained lots of useful feedback. Trudee’s excited to 
announce that scenes from the revised script were 
selected to be workshopped by Toronto Indie theatre 
director Eli Ham at an event hosted by the theatre 

mailto:wendyhartley@masconline.ca
mailto:mascyoungauthors@gmail.com
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company Theatre by the Bay on December 3. Trudee 
lives in Barrie.

MARSHA SKRYPUCH is pleased to announce that her 
book Adrift at Sea: A Vietnamese Boy’s Story of Survival 
(Pajama Press) won the 2018 Golden Oak Award. The 
book tells the story of Tuan Ho’s experience as a 
Vietnamese refugee and is illustrated by Brian 
Deines. Marsha lives in Brantford.

Marsha Skrypuch with Tuan Ho

TED STAUNTON's book What Blows Up (Scholastic 
Canada) launched in December. The book is Ted’s 
addition to the new “Almost Epic” middle-grade 
humour series about kids with wonky superpowers. 
Ted and fellow Epicer KEVIN SYLVESTER (who wrote 
Mucus Mayhem in the series) will be visiting libraries, 
schools and bookstores in the new year. Meanwhile, 
Ted continues to teach kids’ writing at George Brown 
College and to mentor manuscripts. Ted lives in Port 
Hope.

KATHY STINSON's latest book, The Dog Who Wanted to 
Fly (Annick Press), is being launched at the 
Rockwood Public Library during March Break (exact 
date TBA). Meet Zora, a dog with a big dream and an 
even bigger personality. All Zora wants to do is learn 
how to fly so she can catch that pesky squirrel in her 

yard. But try as she might to prove to her friend 
Tully—a skeptical cat—that dogs truly can fly, 
nothing seems to work. Until Zora finds the right 
motivation, that is. Kathy’s charming story of 
perseverance is beautifully brought to life by 
Brandon James Scott’s exuberant and wonderfully 
expressive illustration. Touching on themes of 
optimism and determination in the face of failure, 
The Dog Who Wanted to Fly is a book anyone—even a 
cat—will love. Kathy invites everyone to attend the 
launch. She lives in Rockwood.

ANIKA A. WOLF is pleased to announce that her debut 
picture book, Rock and Roll Wood (Spork/Clear Fork 
Publishing), was released October 5. Illustrated by 
Anika and written by Sherry Howard, it’s about a 
bear named Kuda who loves the soft sounds in his 
woods—until his noisy new neighbours make a 
racket! Will his desire to be with his friends 
overcome his objections to loud sounds? Rock and Roll 
Woods features helpful back matter about sensory 
integration and insider jokes for parents with 
autistic kids. Anika lives in Waterloo.

TORONTO
Welcome to new Friends: Julianne Bien, Linda 
Briskin, Sandy Campbell, Tara Goldstein, Fran 
Greenbaum, Laani Heinar, Marilyn Job, Meredith 
Kratzmann, Martha Kurtz Hogan, Celia Muncaster, 
Kara Melissa Sharp, Margrit Talpalaru, Nicholas 
Waddell, Caroline Waszek, Samantha Waxman.

SAHAR ABDALLAH is delighted to announce that she 
just received the “Etisalat award for Arab children’s 
literature” (UAEBBY) in the best illustration category 
from the sovereign ruler of the Emirate of Sharjah, 
UAE Sheikh Sultan Al Qasmi. The award was for 
Sahar’s illustrations in the poem book Think of Others 
(Tanmia publishing, Egypt) written by Mahmoud 
Darwish.
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LENA COAKLEY has had a busy fall. In addition to 
studying full time at George Brown College, she 
launched her first middle-grade novel, Wicked Nix 
(HarperCollins Canada) at Mabel’s Fables Bookstore 
in Toronto in October. Wicked Nix got a starred 
review in Booklist and is a Junior Library Guild 
selection.

LUCY FALCONE (aka L.M. 
Falcone) is excited to 
announce the publication 
of her picture book, I 
Didn’t Stand Up (Clockwise 
Press), illustrated by the 
talented Jacqueline Hudo. 
I Didn’t Stand Up shows 
the many ways that 
children are bullied, as 

seen through the eyes of a bystander who does 
nothing to help. When the bystander becomes the 
target, who will stand up for him? This book was 
inspired by Pastor Martin Niemoller’s iconic poem 
“First They Came” in opposition to the oppressive 
Nazi regime.

NADIA L. HOHN is delighted to celebrate her fifth 
book, Harriet Tubman: Freedom Fighter (Harper Collins 
Publishers), which will be released December 31. The 
book will be part of the “I Can Read” series and is 
illustrated by Gustavo Mazali. Earlier this year, Nadia 
won the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario 
(ETFO) Writers’ Award and the SCBWI Canada East 
Rising Kite Award & Scholarship.

VLADYANA KRYKORKA was asked to lead workshops 
about how to “make books” by Nunavik’s Inuit 
educators and teachers in the Kativik Region of 
Arctic Quebec. The four workshops in Kuujjuaq and 
Puvirnituq were successful and the books in 
Inuktitut were published in 2017. This past October, 
the Canadian Language Museum featured an exhibit 
on Inuit language and Vladyana’s students work was 

shown there, together with her own artwork. She 
also showed a slide presentation about Kuujjuaq and 
Puvirnituq, the towns where the workshops were 
held.

Vladyana Krykorka with students in the northern Québec

MARY BETH LEATHERDALE is thrilled to announce 
that #NotYourPrincess (Annick Press), the anthology 
she co-edited with Lisa Charleyboy, was award the 
Norma Fleck Award for Canadian Children’s Non-
Fiction. The collection presents the stories, poetry, 
artwork and interviews with 58 Indigenous girls and 
women. #NotYourPrincess has also been nominated 
for the 2019 Red Maple Award.

REGAN W. H. MACAULAY's picture book Tamara 
Turtle’s Life So Far (Mirror Publishing) has been 
awarded Silver in the Enchanted Page (picture book) 
category of the 2018 Literary Classics’ Book Awards.

ELIZABETH MACLEOD's book Meet Viola Desmond has 
been nominated for a Silver Birch Express Award. Liz 
is also pleased that her book Meet Chris Hadfield (both 
Scholastic Canada) continues to get lots of media 
attention. Go to youtube.com/watch?v=eU0h5OIo9lw 
to hear “Dean the Reading Machine” read the book! 
Liz spoke about both Viola and Chris at the 
Bridlewood branch of the Toronto Public Library on 
November 29. The books were reviewed in Canadian 
Children’s booknews, which said they are “good for 
library and personal collections” and “There is 
substantial information presented, but it is done in a 

http://youtube.com/watch?v=eU0h5OIo9lw
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manner easily absorbed by young children.” Liz’s 
book Super Cats: True Stories of Felines that Made History 
(Annick Press) is a Canadian Children’s Book Centre 
(CCBC) Best Books for Kids & Teens 2018 selection 
and was named an Honour book at the California 
Reading Association’s 2018 EUREKA! Nonfiction 
Children’s Book Awards.

REGAN McDONELL is 
thrilled to announce that 
her debut young adult 
novel, Black Chuck 
(published by Orca Book 
Publishers), has been 
shortlisted for the OLA’s 
Forest of Reading White 
Pine Award. She is looking 
forward to presenting the 

book to young readers in the new year and to 
meeting her fellow nominees at the 2019 OLA Super 
Conference in February!

KENNETH OPPEL's novel Inkling, illustrated by 
Sydney Smith, was named a New York Times Editors’ 
Choice, a Chapters Indigo Best Kids Book of the Year 
and an Amazon 2018 Best Book for 6- to 8-year olds. 
His novel This Dark Endeavour (both HarperCollins 
Canada) is in film development with director Matt 
Reeves (who also directed Cloverfield and War for the 
Planet of the Apes). 

STAR SPIDER is new to CANSCAIP and excited to 
announce her young adult novel Past Tense 
(HarperCollins Canada) that was published last April. 
Past Tense tells the story of Julie, a grade-nine girl in 
love with her best friend, Lorelei. Julie comes home 
one day to find her mom standing stock still at the 
kitchen sink claiming that her heart has gone 
missing. Julie’s life unravels quickly as she struggles 
to understand her mom’s declining mental health, as 
well as her own complicated feelings for Lorelei and 
Lorelei’s ex-boyfriend Henry. Meanwhile, Julie’s also 

taking care of her little brother while her workaholic 
dad is MIA.

OLHA TKACHENKO has illustrated two new picture 
books. My Buddy, Dido!, written by Marion Mutala, 
was published in July. It’s a poem about grandfathers 
and their love for children. The second book is The 
Underdog Duck (both Your Nickel’s Worth Publishing), 
written by SALLY MEADOWS. This is a story of a little 
boy in difficult circumstances who finds his own 
reflection in a small lost duckling. The book is about 
struggles, friendship and hope.

SUE TODD is excited about the release of a board 
game she illustrated last spring for Spin Master 
Games. Under the intense pressure of a six-week 
deadline, Sue created 41 tarot-like cards in her 
linocut technique for the game “Trust Me, I’m 
Psychic.” It was no great hardship for Sue to follow 
the client’s directive to be “weirdly symbolic.” This is 
a hilarious game designed for players age 12 and up 
to test your psychic abilities. Sue also illustrated the 
cover of A Cage Without Bars (Second Story Press), an 
historical novel by ANNE DUBLIN, that launched in 
October.

MANITOBA, SASKATCHEWAN, 
ALBERTA
Welcome to new Friends: Lesley Renton, Calgary; 
Carmen Wittmeier, Calgary.

JUDY COOK enjoyed promoting her book When 
Dinosaurs Go Dancing this fall with help from a 
touring grant from the Manitoba Arts Council. She 
presented at the Millennium Library in Winnipeg 
and also had library performances in the south-
western communities of Manitou and Miami. Judy is 
a writer and children’s performer, and her book was 
inspired by a song from her performance. She’s 
excited to report that the performing arts group 
Symphonicity in Virginia Beach, VA, will be 
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performing one of the songs from her album Listen to 
the Bones in their symphony show for families in 
January. Judy lives in Winnipeg.

JOAN MARIE GALAT is pleased to announce the 
release of the sixth title in her “Dot to Dot in the Sky” 
series. Stories in the Clouds shares meteorology 
alongside the myths and folklore people once used to 
explain weather. Joan and illustrator Georgia 
Graham literally launched the book under a weather 
balloon, sending it more than 60 metres skyward. 
The fourth book in the series, Stories in the Zodiac 
(both Whitecap Books) has been reprinted. 
Illustrated by Lorna Bennett, the book shares science 
and Greek mythology associated with the 12 zodiac 
constellations. At the International Dark-Sky 
Association conference earlier this year, Joan gave a 
talk based on her book Dark Matters, Nature’s Reaction 
to Light Pollution (Red Deer Press). She also led a 
workshop on using storytelling to promote science 
and dark skies. Visit http://www.joangalat.com to see 
the weather balloon book launch and book trailers. 
Joan lives in Parkland County, AB.

GWEN MOLNAR and BARBARA HARTMANN have 
just spent a year living with their character, 
Bygumbo, a fictional panda. 

He comes alive in their new book called BYGUMBO! 
(Dempster + Craig). When the king is sick and can’t 
lead the royal parade, hungry Bygumbo is asked to 

fill in. His only requests are lunch and a hat. But food 
is forgotten as the search for a spectacular hat takes 
longer and longer. After he gobbles up one of the 
samples, the hat maker is challenged to create a 
perfect solution. Light lyrical verse and colourful 
illustrations humorously depict Bygumbo’s plight. 
Gwen and Barb launched the book in Edmonton. 
They both live in Edmonton.

COLLEEN NELSON will 
have two books released 
in 2019. Spin (Dundurn 
Press) is about 15-year old 
Delilah ‘Dizzy’ Doucette 
who knows two things: 
how to spin a record and 
that the identity of her 
mega-famous mother 
must remain a secret. The 
young adult novel will be 
released in August. Harvey Comes Home (Pajama 
Press) is a middle-grade novel based on Colleen’s 
grandfather’s childhood in Saskatchewan during the 
Dirty Thirties. It will be published in the fall. Colleen 
will mainly be locked in a room editing for the 
remainder of 2018. She lives in Winnipeg.

JUDITH SILVERTHORNE became the new Writer-in-
Residence at the Regina Public Library at the end of 
September. Her nine-month term runs until June 
2019. Judith is pleased to be able to help writers of all 
ages and in a variety of genres, as she has written 
and published in many of them from fiction and 
non-fiction books (including children’s novels and a 
picture book) to poetry, journalistic articles, family 
histories, academic essays and documentary 
scriptwriting for television and dramas in film. 
Judith meets with individual writers on a weekly 
basis, attends and hosts events and gives 
presentations, readings and workshops to a variety 
of audiences throughout the city. She is also pleased 
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to have the devoted time to work on her next 
historical young-adult novel. Judith lives in Regina.

BRITISH COLUMBIA, YUKON, 
NUNAVUT, NWT
Welcome to new Friends: Judy Dunbar, Gibsons, BC; 
Leesa Hanna, Port Moody, BC; Cecilia Johnstone, 
Vancouver; Luke Melchior, Victoria; Jill Penner, 
Coldstream, BC.

KAREN AUTIO launched her narrative non-fiction 
picture book Growing Up in Wild Horse Canyon (Crwth 
Press), illustrated by LORAINE KEMP, at Kelowna’s 
Culture Days and book launches in Victoria, Kelowna 
and West Kelowna during October. A highlight of the 
West Kelowna launch was having 98-year-old Sheila 
Paynter attend. Sheila is living history—she appears 
in the book regarding her 1989 hike around 
Okanagan Lake, including through Wild Horse 
Canyon, the place that inspired her trek and Karen’s 
story. The reviews of Growing Up in Wild Horse Canyon 
have been extremely positive. The “CanLit for Little 
Canadians” blog called it “a history book that young 
readers will welcome and enjoy for its realism and 
truthfulness.” In the book, a young Syilx/Okanagan 
man follows an elk trail through a large, steep-walled 
canyon… and readers begin an engaging journey 
through time and history in British Columbia’s 
Okanagan Valley. Karen lives in Kelowna, BC.

ANTONIA BANYARD is 
excited about the recent 
release of her pair of 
board books, City Critters 
and City Bugs (Annick 
Press). These 
photographic books gently 
encourage toddlers to get 
outside and meet their 
animal and bug 

neighbours in the city. Antonia will do an in-store 

signing at Mountain Baby in Nelson in early 
December. On October 20 Antonia was honoured to 
be a guest panelist and workshop leader at Selkirk 
College’s Stone’s Throw Writing Conference for first- 
and second-year creative writing students. The 
conference was held in Castlegar, BC, at the Mir 
Centre for Peace. Antonia lives in Nelson, BC.

NORMA CHARLES's new 
middle-grade novel, Tree 
Musketeers (Ronsdale), was 
launched in Vancouver on 
November 20, 2018 at 
Norma Rose Point School. 
The launch took place 
with four grade three 
classes known as the 
“Cedar Community,” 
which Norma says was absolutely perfect because the 
book is about some kids who are desperate to save a 
magnificent huge cedar tree beside their school. 
Norma lives in Vancouver.

BECKY CITRA's young adult novel Murder at the St. 
Alice (Coteau Books) was released in October. This 
murder mystery is set in 1908 in the St. Alice Hotel in 
Harrison Hot Springs. Colourful characters and lots 
of twists and turns will keep the reader guessing to 
the end. Black-and-white historic photographs at the 
end of the book help bring the setting alive. Becky 
lives in Bridge Lake, BC.

CLAIRE EAMER's non-fiction book What a Waste! 
Where Does Garbage Go? (Annick Press) has won the 
2018 Science Communication Award for children’s 
books from the American Institute of Physics. She 
will receive the award at a meeting of the American 
Association of Physics Teachers in Houston, Texas, in 
January. Claire lives on Gabriola Island, BC.

DEBORAH HODGE was pleased to be invited to speak 
at two events this fall. The first was at CapFest as 



CANSCAIP NEWS   22   Winter 2019

part of Capilano University’s 50th anniversary 
celebration. She was asked to talk about writing 
stories for children and what storytelling means to 
her, as well as sharing some of her books with the 
audience, made up mainly of aspiring writers. 
Secondly, she spoke at Authorfest at UBC to students 
and instructors in the Language and Literacy 
program in the Education department. It was a treat 
for her (as a former teacher) to spend time with 
student teachers who were keen to meet local 
authors and to learn about books to use in their 
classroom practicums. Deborah is currently working 
on several upcoming projects with Groundwood 
Books. She lives in Vancouver.

LORAINE KEMP is 
delighted to announce the 
book she illustrated, 
Growing Up in Wild Horse 
Canyon (Crwth Press), 
written by KAREN AUTIO, 
was released October 15. 
After book launches in 
Kelowna, Victoria and 
West Kelowna, Loraine 

and Karen embarked on their school book tour 
around the Okanagan Valley for the month of 
November. Their historical narrative non-fiction 
book has been embraced by readers of all ages. It 
weaves First Nations history with European 
Settlement and the natural history of animals and 
plants in the beautiful Okanagan Valley in British 
Columbia. Growing Up in Wild Horse Canyon has been 
met with enthusiasm at book launches (record-
breaking book sales and attendance in the downtown 
Kelowna Library) and in the schools as Karen and 
Loraine share their individual perspectives of their 
rare collaboration. Loraine lives in Kelowna, BC.

JULIE LAWSON's novel A Blinding Light (Nimbus 
Publishing) was a finalist for two awards this fall: the 

City of Victoria Bolen Books Children’s Book Prize 
and the Geoffrey Bilson Award for Historical Fiction. 
She attended the galas in Victoria and in Toronto. 
Julie lives in Victoria.

ANNE PATTON is excited that her middle-grade 
novel, Trial by Winter (Coteau Books), will be released 
in January 2019. This book is the conclusion to her 
trilogy that follows a family homesteading on the 
open prairie as part of the Barr Colony. In this book, 
the ten-year-old protagonist has to assume 
leadership when the family is besieged by financial 
difficulties, illness and accidents, just as a brutal 
winter descends. After many years living in 
Saskatchewan, Anne has moved to Victoria.

MARGRIET RUURS’ book The Elephant Keeper (Kids 
Can Press) has been nominated for the Silver Birch 
Express Award. She will be available for Ontario 
school visits in conjunction with the May event. 
Margriet’s “Around The World” series (Kids Can 
Press) has been sold to China and Japan, while her 
book Stepping Stones, A Refugee Family’s Journey is now 
available in eight languages. Margriet launched two 
new books this fall, Bus to the Badlands in the “Echoes” 
series and Robert Bateman: The Boy Who Painted Nature 
(all Orca Books). This picture book biography of the 
world-famous painter features Robert Bateman’s 
own art. Margriet lives on Salt Spring Island, BC.

ELLEN SCHWARTZ's 
middle-grade novel The 
Princess Dolls (Tradewind 
Books), illustrated by 
Mariko Ando, has been 
released. Set in Vancouver 
in 1942, it tells the story of 
best friends Esther, who is 
Jewish, and Michiko, who 
is Japanese Canadian. 
Esther and Michiko are crazy about Princess 
Elizabeth and Princess Margaret. When they spot 
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two beautiful princess dolls in the toy store window, 
they long to get the dolls for their shared birthday. 
But when Esther receives one doll and Michiko 
doesn’t receive the other, their friendship starts to 
unravel. Meanwhile, Esther’s relatives face danger in 
Europe and Japanese Canadians are being sent to 
internment camps. Ellen lives in Burnaby, BC.

ROBIN STEVENSON has three new books coming out 
in 2019. Pride Colours is her first board book and will 
be published in March. My Body My Choice: The Fight 
for Abortion Rights (both Orca Books) comes out in 
May and is non-fiction for teens. And next fall Kid 
Activists (Quirk Books) will be published. It’s middle-
grade non-fiction and features the childhood lives of 
more than a dozen activists including Rosa Parks, 
Martin Luther King, Harvey Milk and Malala 
Yousafzai. Robin lives in Victoria.

BERYL YOUNG has had a 
busy year that’s included 
the publication of two 
new books. Miles to Go 
(Heritage House) is a 
middle-grade novel. In 
the spring of 1948 in 
Saskatchewan, two 
twelve-year-old girls face 
loss and challenges that 

threaten their friendship. A Boy From Acadie: Roméo 
LeBlanc’s Journey to Rideau Hall (Bouton d’or Acadie) 
tells the non-fiction story of a poor Acadian boy who 
becomes the first Acadian Governor General of 
Canada. Beryl lives in Vancouver.

INTERNATIONAL
Welcome to new Friend: Rong Wu, Chang Zhou, 
China.

GORDON KORMAN would like everyone to watch 
for The Unteachables coming in January. “There’s 
some buzz about this one, people,” says Gordon. 
“More in the works, but that will be for another 
‘heads-up’ in another newsletter.” And the latest 
right now is Whatshisface (both Scholastic 
Canada), a salute to Shakespeare. Sort of. 
Gordon lives in Great Neck, NY.

Editor’s note: Members can be contacted via the 
form on their CANSCAIP site Membership page. 

http://humberschoolforwriters.ca
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The Sixth Annual
Claire Mackay Memorial Lecture
In 2013 CANSCAIP renamed our PYI Keynote Address in 
honour of our co-founder Claire Mackay. As an ongoing 
and constant reminder of the strong vision Claire had for 
CANSCAIP as an organization of support and outreach, we 
decided that the memorial lecture would be printed in our 
newsletter as well as delivered at PYI.

On Saturday, November 10, 2018 we welcomed 
Deborah Ellis to deliver our sixth annual 
Mackay Lecture

I’m writing this speech on Oct. 21. While I am 
writing it, thousands of people are on the road, 
walking from Honduras, through Guatemala, and 
have now crossed into Mexico. They are hoping to get 
into the United States, where—they hope—they will 
be able to live lives with less violence and with more 
opportunities. The American government is making 
plans to bring out the army to turn people away 
before they can cross the border from Mexico. 

By the time I deliver this speech, this situation 
will likely be resolved—at least in the short term, and 
in this incarnation. The American mid-term 
elections will have taken place and we may all feel a 
little more safe or a little less safe, depending on the 
outcome. Between the time I write this speech and 
the time I deliver it, there will be twenty-one days 
more of life on earth—twenty- one days of death and 
birth and decisions and accidents, twenty-one days 
of stories, of crimes, of kindnesses, of sorrow and 
side-splitting laughter.

I raise the example of the thousands of people 
walking through Mexico because it is a classic 
example of many stories that can be told about the 
same event.

One of the stories being told is that the thousands of 
people are all criminals, coming to storm the border, 
take American jobs, rape American women and cause 
harm to person and property.

Another story being told is that the thousands of 
people are all stooges of the Democrats. Or of the 
Republicans, who deliberately started the march to 
make people believe it was the work of the 
Democrats and therefore scare people into voting 
Republican. 

Another story is that the thousands of people who 
have left their homes with only what they can carry to 
make a perilous journey with no guarantee of a 
successful outcome are doing so only because they 
have run out of options at home. Another story is 
that the thousands of marchers will be a drain on the 
economy and resources. Another story is that people 
who have the courage to undertake such a journey in 
the hope of a better future are exactly the people any 
nation would be grateful to have within its borders. 

And what about the stories people within the 
march are telling themselves? Before they left their 
homes, did they go back and forth about what to do? 
Were there whispered conversations at night, quiet 
so as to not alarm the children? Were there debates 
about who to bring with them and who to leave 
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behind? How did they decide what to pack for the 
journey, knowing they would have to carry 
everything, and that it would get heavier and heavier 
with every step?

And what of the personalities of the people they 
are walking with?  Is there someone who is always 
grumpy? Someone who is always optimistic? 
Someone who is generous and someone who 
clutches everything to them closely?

Each person on that walk has a 
story for every day of the walk, for 
every day leading up to the long 
walk, and for every moment once 
they reach their destination. 
Decades from now, those stories 
will, we hope, be passed on to their 
children’s children, and form part of 
their family history of courage and 
struggle.

How people react to the story of 
the long walk north will depend on 
other stories that they choose to 
believe and to carry with them. If they believe their 
nation is under threat, and that a wall can protect 
them, then they will believe one story. If they believe 
that the problems in one country are rarely isolated 
to that country, then they will believe the solution 
will be more complicated. Those are simplistic 
versions of stories. Often, our stories are more 
subtle, and we don’t even realize what we are telling 
ourselves and living by until they are challenged in a 
way that makes us see ourselves, our frailties and our 
ignorances in the bold light of day. Even then, we can 
tell ourselves a story that gets us off the hook.

We are gathered here in this room because we 
write for children, or want to write for children. We 
have decided that this is an audience that might see 
value in what we have to write. While we work on a 
story, shaping and erasing and starting again and 
trying to get it just right, we need to be aware of the 

stories we are bringing to the story we are trying to 
write. We also need to be aware of the stories carried 
by the children we are trying to write for.

I want to start off by telling you about a powerful 
story a mother told herself about her son. The mom’s 
name is Soma and she gave birth to her son, Tito, in 
Bangalore, India. When he was age 3, he was 
diagnosed as being severely autistic. Soma was told 

the story of people with severe autism 
as being incapable of communication 
or even deep thought. Instead, she 
told herself a different story, the story 
of a son who is capable. Because of 
that story, she taught him to read and 
to write—a difficult, painstaking 
task, as you might imagine. Tito went 
on to write his first book when he was 
8 years old. It is called The Mind Tree. 
The book of his that I am going to 
read from is called How Can I Talk If 
My Lips Don’t Move?’ While I am 
reading this excerpt, I would like you 

all to think about the limiting stories you have told 
yourselves about yourselves and about others.

‘There are times in everyone’s life when there is a need to 
tell a story. It can be any story. It can be a story about a 
hairpin you were fascinated by, on someone’s hair, 
whose name you will never know, but who had inspired 
you to wait at the same bus stop for seven straight 
evenings in the hope of seeing just one glimpse of her, 
and in the end giving up. Then you end up writing a 
page of poems dedicated to her.

A story can be about the shadow of a beggar woman 
on some street in Bangalore, when I saw her scratch her 
head of tangled white hair under a hot midday sun, in 
the hope of getting some coins from passersby. A story of 
a hope to survive.

A story can be about the mask of a tribal dancer, who 
is proud of being the last representative of his dying race 
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because of cultural diffusion and global tendencies 
toward modernization, as he claimed.

Or a story could grow around a hat, which you saw on 
a large head and knew at once that the hat and the head 
were made for each other.

This is how I grew my stories, from this and that, now 
and then, here or there, to compose this book.

My story forms around staircases. Staircases filled me 
with wonder because I saw my shadow 
splitting  into different vertical and 
horizontal planes as I climbed up and 
down them. I would wish for a 
staircase that would let me climb 
through my waking hours. I wished 
that it could lead me to some place, 
which would be filled with shadows 
and mirrors or whatever wonders it 
could offer. I was ready for any 
wonder. It did not matter what it was. 
For only through those wonder 
experiences could I be able to build my 
memory.

I would remember a wall not by its 
flatness but because of a nail that had 
cast its shadow under the overhead light. And because of 
that nail, I would imagine and grow my probable 
stories around it. Stories of a clock or a picture hanging 
from that nail covering up the place there the shadow 
was cast. Or stories of a wall chandelier or perhaps a 
birthday balloon tied to that nail. And anything that 
would hang from that nail would mark the character on 
the wall and give my mind its wonder experience so that 
through it I would store the memory of that wall. 
Otherwise, a wall would be just any wall, like anybody 
being anybody.

Since there was no such wonder staircase, and since 
there was no such place filled with shadows and 
mirrors, I began to mentally climb the imagined 
staircase. I climbed and climbed to who knows where. I 
climbed with my shadow in front of me, broken by 

alternate vertical and horizontal planes, leading me 
somewhere.

Thus I climbed up through passages of heaven, or I 
climbed up through tunnels of hell, or I climbed through 
here or there, I am not sure for yet I cannot tell. 
Shadows on those stairs followed my feet. I heard 
nothing else but footsteps and heartbeats. Whenever or 
wherever I saw staircases, I thought they were meant 

for me to climb.’

We are able to know these words by 
Tito Rajarshi Mukhopadhyay because 
of the story his mother told herself. 

I do both novels and books of 
interviews. With the books of 
interviews I’ve been able to meet with 
young people in many parts of the 
world and, with the permission of 
their parent or guardian, record their 
words about what has happened to 
them and what they think about it.
The book I’m just about finished is a 
book of interviews with young people 
in the criminal justice system in 

Canada. Although all their lives and stories are 
different, there are some common themes. Loss is 
one—loss of parents, loss of safety and loss of 
identity. Some of the kids I listened to were doing 
great in their lives until their mother met a new 
boyfriend, and that boyfriend started to abuse them. 
Many grew up in foster care and felt themselves to be 
unwanted all of their lives. Others had every 
indication that their lives would be good—they 
would excel at school or at sports, and then they get 
disabused of this notion by not making the team, not 
getting into the enrichment class, not doing as well 
as they assumed they would do. The kids in this 
category had no alternative story prepared for 
themselves. When plan A dropped away, they had no 
alternative way of looking at themselves and their 
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future, and they just drifted until they eventually ran 
afoul of the law and found a new future thrust upon 
them. 

We don’t know who is going to read the words we 
write. Once our book or short story or poem gets 
published, it is out of our hands. We cannot control 
who reads it or how they react to it. We cannot 
control the stories of themselves and their world that 
they bring to our words. But that does not absolve us 
of responsibility for our effect on the reader, 
especially since we write for children. 

But I’ll get back to that. First I want to read to you 
a list of things a woman—not me—wrote about all 
the things she hates. It’s a long list, but I will read 
only a part of it. She called the list ‘Hateful Things’.  
Here is part of her list:

‘One is in a hurry to leave, but one’s visitor keeps 
chattering away.

A man who has nothing in particular to recommend 
him discusses all sorts of subjects at random as though 
he knows everything.

One has gone to bed and is about to doze off when a 
mosquito appears, announcing himself in a reedy voice. 
One can actually feel the wind made by his wings and, 
slight though it is, one finds it hateful in the extreme.

A flight of crows circle about with loud caws.
An admirer has come on a clandestine visit, but a dog 

catches sight of him and starts barking. One feels like 
killing the beast.

Very hateful is a mouse that scurries all over the place.
One is in the middle of a story when someone butts in 

and tries to show that he is the only clever person in the 
room. Such a person is hateful!

One has been foolish enough to invite a man to spend 
the night in an unsuitable place—and then he starts 
snoring!’

This is a wonderful list, and, like I said, it is only part 
of the long list this woman wrote. Any guesses as to 
who wrote it? One of the Kardashians, perhaps? It 
was written by a woman named Sei Shonagon. She 

was a lady of the court in tenth-century Japan. She 
lived a life in a very different place and in a very 
different time from Canada in 2018, yet her list 
would not be at all out of place in the here and now. 
Thanks to her writing it down, we have a small sense 
of who she was and what her life was like.

This list—and the others she kept (she kept many 
lists, like ‘Depressing Things’ and ‘Elegant Things’ 
and ‘Embarrassing Things’) reminds us of what 
humans have in common across time and place. I 
wanted to share it with you today because it is a 
useful writing tool. No matter where you are writing 
about, or in what period of history, there are things 
that are universal.

One of my favourite stories from my travels 
happened when I was in Pakistan, meeting with 
Afghan refugees in the camps and slums around 
Peshawar. There was a whole family of only 
women—all the men in the family had been killed by 
the war or by the Taliban. What was left was Mom 
and six sisters. They had somehow managed to get 
themselves out of Afghanistan, crossing the 
mountains on foot, bribing or sneaking past the 
border guards and checkpoints, and they were living 
together in a small, one-room flat in one of the 
cheaper areas of the city. There was no money for 
school, and it was too dangerous for them to really go 
anywhere beyond the small market by their 
apartment. I was able to sit with them for a while and 
learn a bit about their lives. I asked them what was 
the hardest part for them, and I expected to hear 
about the war and their journey. What the girls all 
said instead was that the hardest part for them was, 
“I can’t get away from my sisters! They are around 
me all the time!”

It was a wonderful human moment that I’m sure 
we can all relate to. So, here’s something to keep in 
mind, something that will cheer you up when it 
seems like all of humanity is divided up and against 
each other. No matter where we come from, no 
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matter where we live or what we believe, how we 
dress, or what we celebrate, everyone on the planet 
always has and always will have at least one relative 
that they can’t stand. That, to me, is hopeful. It says, 
deep down, that we are all more alike than we are 
different.

Keep that in mind when you write, and when you 
are out in the world, keep your eyes open for the 
things we have in common—facial 
expressions, emotions, a sense of 
play, how we wear fear on our bodies, 
how we look when we are in love. You 
can use those common things in your 
stories, whether your story is set in 
the 1300s or in 2055. 

How many of you have read books 
by Jean Little? Probably everyone in 
this room, and if you haven’t yet, you 
should. Jean has taught me the 
important lesson that a child’s world 
is small. It’s family and friends and 
school, if they are lucky, but that the 
outside world intrudes on this world, 
no matter how hard the adults 
around the child work to keep it out.

The book of hers I read at least once a year is From 
Anna. It is the story of Anna, the youngest in her 
family and the one who doesn’t fit in. We learn later 
that this is because she can barely see. The book takes 
place in the 1930s. It starts out in Germany. Anna’s 
father can see the hard times coming, and when his 
brother in Canada dies and leaves him his grocery 
store, he seizes the opportunity to leave Germany 
and move. As part of their medical check-ups before 
school starts, they find out that Anna’s eyesight is 
very poor. She needs to have strong glasses.

I’m going to read to you the passage where she 
puts her glasses on for the very first time.

‘Three days before school was to begin, Anna’s new 
glasses arrived. Perched on her nub of a nose, they 
looked like two round moons. She longed to snatch them 
off and hurl them into a far corner. Instead, she peered 
through them suspiciously.

For one startled moment, an utterly new expression 
came over her small plain face, a look of intense surprise 
and wonder. She was seeing a world she had never 

guessed existed.
“Oh, Anna, you look just like an owl,” 
Frieda laughed, not meaning any 
harm.
The wonder left Anna’s face instantly. 
She turned away from her family and 
stumped off up the stairs to her alcove 
where none of them could follow 
without permission. Papa, though, 
came up alone a minute or two later.
“Do you like them, Anna?” he asked 
quietly.
She almost told him then. She nearly 
said, “I never knew you had wrinkles 
around your eyes, Papa. I knew your 
eyes were blue but I didn’t know they 

were so bright.”
But she remembered Frieda’s laughing words. How 

she hated to be laughed at! 
“Do I have to keep wearing them, Papa?” she blurted.
Papa looked sorry for her but he nodded.
“You must wear them all the time and no nonsense,” 

he said firmly.
Anna reddened slightly. It was not right, fooling Papa 

like this. But she was not ready to share what had 
happened to her. Even her father might not understand. 
She could hardly take it in herself.

“All right, Papa,” she said, letting the words drag.
Wanting to comfort her, her father put his hand 

gently on top of her bent head. She squirmed. He let her 
go.
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“Would you like to come back to the store with me?” he 
asked.

Anna nodded. Then she said in a muffled voice, “I’ll be 
there in a minute. You go on down”

Ernst Solden started to leave. Then he turned back, 
stooped suddenly and kissed her.

“Soon you’ll get used to them, Liebling,” he consoled 
her. “Wait and see.”

Anna felt her blush grow hotter. She 
was glad that the light in her alcove 
was dim.

When he had gone, she lifted her right 
hand and held it up in front of her. She 
moved her fingers and counted them. 
Even though the light was poor, she 
could see all five. She examined her 
fingernails. They shone faintly and they 
had little half-moons at the bottom. 
Then she leaned forward and stared at 
her red wool blanket. It was all hairy. 
She could see the hairs, hundreds of 
them.

Everything, everywhere she turned, 
looked new, looked different, looked 
miraculous.

At last, knowing she was safe, Anna smiled.’

We get so much from that short passage. We learn 
about Anna’s relationships with her siblings. We 
learn about her love for her father. We learn the sort 
of girl Anna is at this point in her life, one who feels 
she needs to keep the treasures inside her a secret 
lest they get laughed at. Remember that the larger 
story is of a family escaping the gathering madness 
in their home country and struggling to build a new 
life in a strange new country. Anna is affected by 
that. Her immediate world is still small, however, 
and that is the case with all of us, no matter what our 
age is.

I write primarily about children and war, and I 
have a broad definition of war that includes poverty, 
injustice and people allowed to die from diseases we 
are capable of curing or at least alleviating the 
suffering of. My stories, though, are primarily family 
stories, and if the child has no blood family around 
her, then the family becomes whatever living 
creatures she gathers to herself to become her family. 

In the case of Shauzia in Mud City, it 
was her dog, Jasper, who became her 
family. 
I read once in a book about writing 
for children—and I’m sorry to say I 
don’t remember the name of the 
book or the author—but it stated the 
importance of keeping a child’s eye 
view. I have found that advice very 
helpful. If the child is in a situation of 
war or oppression, what would she 
see? What would she understand 
about what she would see? What 
would be her capacity to act to 
change her situation? What would 
her internal response be to all that is 

going on around her? 
Parvana, in The Breadwinner, was dealing with her 

father being in prison, the Taliban growing stronger, 
her mother growing weaker and the whole family 
growing more hungry. Yet one of her on-going 
annoyances was the way her older sister, Nooria, 
kept flinging around her long mane of hair, taunting 
Parvana with it because Parvana’s hair was not so 
long and thick. This frivolous argument between 
them is one that was real, but also one that neither of 
them knew, deep down, was very important. Yet they 
clung to it because to be able to argue with one’s 
sister about annoying hair habits is a peace-time 
luxury, and a holiday during war time. 

Of course, we do the same thing as adults. When 
faced with extreme difficulties, we might choose 
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instead to argue over the petty. It is an act of 
searching for normal in a time of abnormal. It is a 
hopeful thing. When we do it, we are acting as if 
everything is back to normal or, if not back to normal 
yet, will be again soon. It is something to keep in 
mind for your own writing.

We who write for children have to walk a thin line 
between the idealized world we would like to exist 
and the world we are in, which is far 
from kind to everyone. And we need 
to do so with clear eyes to the 
realities of the day but with rose-
coloured eyes about what the future 
can be. It’s a strange dance, but one 
we must do if we write for young 
people.

Irina Ratusinskaya was born in 
Odessa in 1954. She died only last 
year, in Moscow. She was a physicist, 
a poet, an author and a screenwriter. 
She spent seven years in a Soviet 
labour camp, one of them in solitary 
confinement in a cell without heat, in 
Siberia. While she was in prison, she wrote poetry 
using the burnt end of a matchstick on a bar of soap. 
Once she’d memorized what she’d written, she’d 
wash the poem away. This is from her book, Grey is 
the Colour of Hope. 

‘All those norms of human behaviour which are 
inculcated in one from the cradle, are subjected to 
deliberate and systematic destruction. It’s normal to 
want to be clean? Then take your portion of food 
through the hatch in your cell door with your bare 
hands! You will not be given plates or knives, not even a 
sheet of paper to put it on. And then, wipe your dirty 
hands off on your clothes because you can’t have any 
water. Contract scabies and skin fungus, live in filth, 
breath the stench of the slop bucket—then you’ll regret 
your misdemeanours! Women are prone to modesty? All 

the more reason to strip them naked during searches, 
and when they’re taken to the bath-house while under 
investigation, a whole group of leering KGB officers will 
enter by chance. A normal person is repelled by 
coarseness and lies? You shall encounter such an 
amount of both, that you will have to strain all your 
inner resources to remember that there is, there is 
another reality! There are decent people—in fact, they 

are the majority. But all that will seem 
so far away, so remote, that only by a 
maximum exertion of will is it possible 
to retain one’s former, normal scale of 
values.
But in doing so, you must not, under 
any circumstances, allow yourself to 
hate! Not because your tormentors have 
not earned it. But if you allow hatred to 
take root, it will flourish and spread 
during your years in the camps, driving 
out everything else, and ultimately 
corrode and warp your soul. You shall 
no longer be yourself, your identity will 
be destroyed, all that will remain will 

be an hysterical, maddened and bedevilled husk of the 
human being that once was. And this is just what ‘they’ 
want. So when you look at any nut or bolt of that 
machine—whether he has red or blue flashes on his 
uniform—you try to think that maybe he has children 
who may grow up to be quite different from him. Or you 
may find something amusing about him: laughter 
dissolves anger. Or you may feel sincerely sorry for him:  
no matter how grim your situation, would you swap 
places with him? Of course not!’

I wish I had met Irina before she passed. Perhaps in 
the next life…

It is often said that adults have an idealized view 
of childhood, and I think that’s true. I think the 
separation is even bigger than that. I think we forget 
that children are the same species we are. In fact, 
they are us, and we are them, or once were. When do 
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we decide that they inhabit a separate world? Is it 
when we start to earn money and pay our own bills? 
Is it when we stop playing and dreaming? When do 
we decide that we are different from them? 

I lived by any accounts a blessed childhood. Both 
parents were alive, no one drunk or violent, always 
enough food, always a roof, always school, always the 
little extras like Girl Guides and seasonal park passes 
for picnics and camping. Yet 
childhood for me often felt like a 
time of great powerlessness, a 
feeling that even today, as I rapidly 
approach 60, I can recall as viscerally 
as if it were happening now. Now, of 
course, I have the power to avoid the 
situations where those powerless 
feelings can come up, and, if I choose 
not to avoid them, I know I can walk 
away under my own steam. I build 
exit doors into most things I do with 
other people. Even now, if I feel like 
it, I can walk out in the middle of this 
speech if I so choose, accepting the 
consequences that will result. And I 
know that I can accept the consequences because I 
know my own abilities to navigate situations and 
places. When we are children, we don’t know our 
abilities to do that. We don’t know our abilities to 
move through someone else’s disapproval of us. We 
don’t know how to find our way around and we 
rarely have the money in our pockets that makes 
walking through the exit door a possibility. And even 
if young people do go through the exit, as I’ve learned 
while doing the youth justice book, they get 
recaptured.

One of my heroes is the American journalist 
Studs Terkel (who has also passed on recently and 
who I hope to meet when I get to the other side). He 
did a book called Working where he interviewed tons 
of people about what they did for a job and how they 

felt about it. The preface of the book is just three little 
words:  Work is violence.

And I will say to you that I believe that childhood 
is violence. Physical, sexual, emotional, spiritual. And 
I think it is getting to be more so rather than less. We 
are learning some things. We are learning that sexual 
abuse has consequences on a child and that the 
perpetrators should not be allowed to continue in 

another parish. We are learning that 
physical and emotional violence and 
even just witnessing these things 
does long-term damage to a child’s 
spirit. But those things continue. 
We still see children as commodities, 
as vessels for sugary drinks and 
cereals, as consumers of electronics 
that are poisoning kids in other 
countries. We see then as cheap 
labour. We see them as cannon-
fodder. There are funny commercials 
for gadgets that allow us to spy on 
our children and then talk to them 
from the air, like Big Brother 
reprimanding them from afar. So 

often I’m at a school at the beginning or end of the 
day and the line of cars waiting to drop off and then 
pick up the kids goes around the block. A child 
walking home alone from school is suspect, either of 
being up to no good or of being unable to remember 
how to walk the few blocks home without being 
enticed into a stranger’s car with a piece of candy. I 
hear from so many kids that they never get a minute 
alone. That would have driven me bonkers as a kid, as 
I’m sure it would drive everyone in this room 
bonkers now.

So we are again back in trying to find that fine 
balance between recognizing and acknowledging the 
world as it is, so children can see themselves in the 
literature they read, and creating a vision of the 
world as it could be, if we were brave and not stupid, 



CANSCAIP NEWS   32   Winter 2019

if we were kind and not mean, if we were strong and 
not afraid.

In the lead-up to the Rwandan genocide, radio 
messages went out to the people of the country to 
rise up and kill the people identified as ‘the enemy’. 
Massive amounts of machetes were purchased and 
made available. People who might never have 
thought of themselves as killers picked up the 
machetes and hacked their brother 
and sister humans to death. Massive, 
brutal gang rapes were part of that 
war, the survivors still dealing with 
the aftermath of the attacks.

We have learned recently that in 
Myanmar, Facebook was used to stir 
up hatred against the Rohingya 
people. Users saw the Facebook 
posts, believed the stories they were 
being told, and acted on those 
beliefs. Thousands were slaughtered. 
Thousands have fled. Thousands of 
women were raped, and nine months 
later, thousands of babies from those 
rapes have been born into the refugee camps.

What is it within us that makes us believe one 
story over another? There is enough varied 
information out there that we have access to 
different views and opinions. Myanmar is a Buddhist 
country. I know all religions and religious practices 
are supposed to be based in love and peace and 
kindness, but at the top of the heap when we think of 
peaceful religious practices has got to be Buddhist. 
So what makes us turn our backs on the things we 
know and begin to believe something else, something 
so contrary to who we think we are that we become 
someone we would not recognize if we saw ourselves 
in the mirror? 

In the 1930s a kindergarten teacher wrote a 
book with a rather awkward title about a fox—I 
wrote down her name and the name of the book but I 

can’t find it in my notes—and this book went on to 
become a huge seller. The story was rabidly anti-
semitic, and was used as an educational tool by the 
Nazis. In fact, in that time, Nazi children’s books 
were very influential in the creation of children for 
the Fatherland.

When we are young we read our favourite books 
over and over and over again. When we are adults, 

we may read a book we really like 
twice, but rarely more than that. But 
over and over and over again, the 
books we read when we are children 
sink into our beings, and become 
part of who we are.
So, what if we can create books that 
influence future people in power to 
NOT call for genocide, or to NOT 
drop bombs on schools, or to NOT 
rape, or to NOT make money from 
weapons, or to NOT add to the 
environmental destruction of the 
planet? What if the work we do could 
possibly have a positive influence on 

the children who will grow up to be people who take 
those stories and turn them into acts of kindness? 
What if we can get to people before they become 
murderers? 

One of my all-time favourite movies is Julia with 
Vanessa Redgrave, Jane Fonda and Jason Robards. It 
is loosely based on Lillian Helman’s life. Jane Fonda 
plays Lillian and Jason Robards plays Dashiell 
Hammett—and if you don’t know who those people 
are, look them up.

There is a scene that I have played over and over 
in my head over the course of the decades I’ve been 
writing. Lillian Helman is having a hard time with 
the play she is trying to write. She and Dash are 
sitting around a camp fire and she is whining about 
her writing difficulties, looking for sympathy. Dash 
doesn’t give her any. He says, “If you want to quit, 
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quit. It’s a perfect time to quit. It’s not like you’ve 
ever written anything before. No one will miss you. If 
you want to write, write. Just don’t cry about it.”

The thing is—nobody cares if we write. Oh, maybe 
if we’re on a successful role the publishers will hope 
we’ll churn out another book, but, by and large, no 
one cares if we write. It is no one’s job to support us 
while we write. It is no one’s job to pay our bills while 
we squint over our computers or our blank pages. It 
is no one’s job to do our laundry, cook our food, clean 
up our messes or put up with our kvetching when we 
have a bad day at the desk. If you want to write, 
write. But no one is obligated to read what we write, 
no one is obligated to tell us we are brilliant, and if 
you need those things to happen, better find another 
job. You might spend years on a book that turns out 
to be garbage. I’ve done that many times. If you want 
to write, write, and don’t be an ass about it. We live 
in a time and place where we are free to write. Too 
many of our sisters and brothers have been 
murdered because they don’t have that right.

We write for children. That’s a special thing. I 
would like to do a survey now that I did for years in 
schools. I would like to see a show of hands of all of 
you who believe we will always have war as part of 
our human history. Now I would like to see a show of 
hands of those of you who believe we will one day 
figure out how to live on this planet without war.

To those of you who raised your hands to indicate 
you believe we will always have war, I have to say to 
you that you are in the wrong profession. Don’t write 
for children. Write for adults. By the time we become 
adults most of us never think a new thought, so it 
doesn’t matter as much what story you carry with 
you when you write. 

But if you are going to write for children, you had 
better bring something more. You had better bring 
with you a firm belief that the sins of the past do not 
have to be the sins of the future, that the crimes of 
today do not have to be the crimes of tomorrow. We 

have to give our young readers hope that things can 
be better, that they can be stronger, that they can 
have a role to play in the shaping of a just world. If 
we don’t bring that story with us into the books we 
write for young people, all we are doing is 
perpetuating what we have now. And that’s not good 
enough.

I’m not saying that if you believe we will always 
have war that you won’t be successful as a children’s 
author. You might be successful. What I am saying is 
that you shouldn’t be successful. 

We who write for children have taken on a sacred 
task. 

There is much at stake.
We’d better not blow it.

DEBORAH ELLIS is the award-winning author of  The 
Breadwinner trilogy, which has also become an award-
winning movie. She travels extensively to hone her unique 
skill for writing about the intersection of global issues and 
children. Her many titles include Three Wishes: Israeli 
and Palestinian Children Speak (2004, nonfiction), and 
The Heaven Shop (2004), a novel for young adults about 
an AIDS orphan in Africa who searches for her siblings. 
She donates almost all the proceeds from her books to causes 
such as "Women for Women in Afghanistan" and UNICEF.
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BUSINESS BRIEFS 
MARKETING
Editor’s Note: In the Summer 2018 issue Beth Pollock 
offered a DIY Guide to marketing. As a reminder, here 
are the websites she recommended:
1. Query Tracker  For information on publishers. 
Scroll to the bottom of the home page for a list of the 
newest agents in the database (who are usually 
hoping to build their portfolios). You’ll also find a list 
of the newest agent updates, showing which agents 
have just opened/closed to queries or moved to a new 
agency. 

2. The Writer’s Digest Guide to Literary Agents .

3. Literary Rambles is a wonderful resource for 
children’s writers. 

4. Manuscript Wish List Search by genre and see if 
anyone wants to read a manuscript like yours. 
Alternatively, choose a few agents you’d love to be 
repped by and follow them on Twitter.

5. The Association of Canadian Publishers (ACP) 
website features a list of Canadian publishers. Search 
“Children’s Books” or “Teen and YA”. UK Children’s 
Books names British publishers of children’s books. 

6. CANSCAIP’s listserv group: Members often share 
news about publishers and agents who are open to 
submissions. 

7. To polish your writing and learn about the 
industry: 

• Kidlit (writing advice from manuscript editor Mary 
Kole)

• Quill and Quire (news about the Canadian 
publishing industry)

• Nathan Bransford (advice on writing kids’ books 
from an author and former literary agent)

• Harold Underdown (articles and advice on writing, 
illustrating and publishing, and occasional updates 

on staffing changes in the “Who’s Moving Where” 
column)

• Quick Brown Fox (the lowdown on writing 
workshops, book launches, reviews, and agent 
interviews).

TED STAUNTON leads Writing Children’s Fiction 
courses I and II, Tuesday and Thursday evenings. 
Classes are held at Mabel’s Fables bookstore in 
central Toronto. Writing I surveys all genres of kid 
lit. Writing II is a workshop for experienced writers. 
Click the links below for the George Brown College 
Continuing Education website: https://writing-
children-s-fiction-i/ or https://writing-children-s-
fiction-ii/. Ted also offers individual manuscript 
mentoring for writers who want to work one-on-one. 
He provides detailed comments, suggestions, and 
followup discussion. For fees and more info go to: 
www.tedstaunton.com. 

BOOK TRAILERS: Bring your stories to life for your 
prospective readers with a book trailer. Videographer 
Tim Clark will create a professional, 1 to 3 minute 
trailer for a story in any genre. Watch his trailer for 
The Choice by Kathy Clark which was named video of 
the week on the Open Book website. Contact Tim at 
tim@studiomograph.com.

MANUSCRIPT EVALUATION and COACHING 
Written a first draft and need feedback? Need a line-
by-line edit? Completed an outline, a first chapter 
and a last chapter, but don’t know where to go from 
there? If your manuscript is aimed at a child or teen 
audience and you’re looking for some honest and 
practical feedback, Susan Hughes can help. Get in 
touch with her at susanhughes@sympatico.ca or 
refer to her website for more information: 
www.susanhughes.ca.

SEMINARS: For information about PWAC 
(Professional Writers Association of Canada)’s 
seminars on freelance writing see 
www.networds.ca. 

https://querytracker.net/
http://www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/guide-to-literary-agents
http://www.literaryrambles.com/
http://mswishlist.com/
https://publishers.ca/search-companies/
http://ukchildrensbooks.co.uk/publishers/
http://ukchildrensbooks.co.uk/publishers/
http://kidlit.com/
https://quillandquire.com/
http://blog.nathanbransford.com/
http://www.underdown.org/
http://quick-brown-fox-canada.blogspot.ca/
https://coned.georgebrown.ca/courses-and-certificates/writing-children-s-fiction-i/
https://coned.georgebrown.ca/courses-and-certificates/writing-children-s-fiction-i/
https://coned.georgebrown.ca/courses-and-certificates/writing-children-s-fiction-ii/
https://coned.georgebrown.ca/courses-and-certificates/writing-children-s-fiction-ii/
http://www.tedstaunton.com
mailto:tim@studiomograph.com
mailto:susanhughes@sympatico.ca
http://www.susanhughes.ca/
http://www.networds.ca
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